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On the morning of Feb. 24, 2022, Ukrainian artist and writer Yevgenia 
Belorusets woke in her Kyiv apartment to find eight missed calls on her cell-
phone. “At first, I thought something had happened to my family and that 
my friends were trying to reach me,” she writes in War Diary, translated by 
Greg Nissan (New Directions/isolarii, March 7). “I called my cousin because 
her beautiful voice, brave and rational, has always had a calming effect on 
me. All she said was, ‘Kyiv has been shelled. A war has broken out.’ ”

For the next 41 days, Belorusets, author of the novel Lucky Breaks, kept 
a near-daily journal of everyday life in Kyiv during the Russia-Ukraine war. 
The Russian invasion, envisioned by Vladimir Putin as a swift blitzkrieg, was 
met with fierce resistance and resolve by the Ukrai-

nian people, and the war has, shockingly, now entered its second year. 
That means that some of the first books about the conflict are also 

reaching readers. Many, like War Diary, are first-person, on-the-ground 
reports. Belorusets describes the mood in Kyiv; recalls conversations 
with family, friends, and strangers; ruminates on the larger meanings of 
life during wartime. The author’s photographs of people and cityscapes 
are scattered throughout. Our reviewer calls the book a “soberingly spare 
and humane record of disastrous events.”

Over the course of the war’s first year, the world has come to know 
Ukraine’s president, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, through his many public 
appearances, typically dressed in a simple khaki T-shirt. A Message From 
Ukraine: Speeches, 2019-2022 (Crown, 2022) collects 16 addresses delivered 
since he first assumed the presidency, including the 32-second video he shared on social media 
not long after the invasion began, disproving rumors that he had fled the country: “Good evening, 
everyone. We are all here. Our soldiers are here. Civil society is here. We defend our independence. 
And this is how it will always be from now on.”

If Belorusets’ reflections are personal and intimate, Zelenskyy’s words 
were intended to bolster the Ukrainian populace and rally the support of 
other nations. In a starred review, our critic called the book “defiant and 
stirring,” urging readers to “buy this book to honor [Zelenskyy’s] resis-
tance to tyranny.”

One unique offering from the conflict’s first year is Ukrainian artist 
Oleksandr Shatokhin’s wordless picture book, Yellow Butterfly: A Story 
From Ukraine (Red Comet Press, Jan. 31). A child stumbles through a stark, 
war-ravaged landscape in black and white, encountering barbed wire, a 
bomb crater, a heap of junked cars—and, throughout, a yellow butterfly 
that transforms into a cloud of them. The book’s backmatter offers guid-
ance on when and how to talk about war with children. Kirkus called the 

book “provocative, powerful, breathtakingly beautiful.” 
An upcoming title to watch for: Don Brown’s 83 Days in Mariupol: A War Diary (Clarion/ 

HarperCollins, May 16). A striking work of graphic nonfiction about the siege of the southeastern 
port city in the spring of 2022, it offers teen readers “succinct, effective storytelling combined 
with haunting art.” (Read the full review on Page 145.) We can only hope that the war will have 
ended by the time it lands in bookstores.

Cover photo by 
Murdo MacLeod

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK  |  Tom Beer
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THE THREE OF US 
Agbaje-Williams, Ore
Putnam (192 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780593540718  

When a well-to-do British Nigerian 
couple and the wife’s best friend drink way 
too much wine and whiskey, the fraught 
triangle of their relationship falls apart.

Agbaje-Williams’ striking, often wick-
edly funny debut is set over the course 

of one day, divided into three sections. The first is narrated by a 
married woman whose lifelong best friend, Temi, arrives at her 
house at noon with wine, chips, and cigarettes. The two hang 
out and deconstruct Temi’s recent dates; we learn that the wife 
and her husband have begun trying to get pregnant and that 
Temi sees this as a betrayal. Temi and the husband hate each 
other and always have. As the day progresses into evening, the 
second section of the book is told by the husband, the third by 
Temi. Agbaje-Williams brilliantly captures the inner monologue 
as well as the conversational style of each of the three, through 
which their whole cultural milieu takes shape around them, 
from the expectations of their Nigerian parents to their Smeg 
fridge and Tesco wine. The husband’s section is the funniest as 
he rages in his head against his wife’s friendship with Temi and 
recalls the history of insults he has endured. But whenever he 
complains about anything, like the fact that Temi has broken 
into a special bottle of wine he was saving, his wife says “Kim, 
there’s people that are dying,” a Kardashian reference that he 
internalizes. “The thought that my wife’s friend was now privy 
even to our private text messages repulsed and enraged me. I 
quoted the Kardashians three times like a prayer then resolved 
to move past the situation for my own sanity and to avoid 
prison.” The last section is narrated by Temi, whose extreme 
ideas about men, women, and marriage allow her to rational-
ize her destructive behavior. As she and the husband move 
from passive-aggressive sniping to acts of war, as the empty 
bottles pile up in the recycling, she hatches an evil plan. With 
three unlikable, unreliable narrators, and with both patriarchal 
arrangements and feminist alternatives depicted as self-serving 
transactions, Agbaje-Williams throws caution to the wind and 
pulls off a surprise win.

An original and potent comedy of manners with an inge-
nious final twist.

fiction
THE THREE OF US by Ore Agbaje-Williams ...................................... 4
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

DANCES 
Cuffy, Nicole
One World/Random 
House (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780593498156 
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DIORAMAS 
Austin, Blair
Dzanc (312 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781950539758  

Austin’s debut novel follows an aging 
academic through a surreal future.

To read this novel is to be immersed 
in both its retro-futuristic setting and 
the obsessions of its haunted protago-
nist. Narrator Wiggins has retired from 

his job at a museum, and he spends his time musing on the way 
the world in which he lives—characterized by an abundance of 
dioramas large and small—came about. This is not a novel that 
abounds in exposition; it’s not until a third of the way through 
that we get a sense of when in the future we might be. Specifi-
cally, it’s at least 300 years after an apocalyptic event; since then, 
efforts have been underway to restore the world. But there’s an 
underlying sadness to Wiggins’ musings, which abound with 
comments like, “Curation too is an act of despair.” And the 
inner workings of the society in which Wiggins lives include 
some queasy details: mosquitoes used in surgery, tumors pro-
duced to use in dioramas, and a disquieting line about “the 
birds made up of other birds” among them. Wiggins contrasts 
two historical (for him) figures: Michaux, “the great dioramist,” 
whom he admires and who was once more widely known and 
who can now be found “appearing by consent in a diorama”; and 
the unsettling Minister Goll, who had a penchant for dioramas 
and murder—and cannibalism. The end result is visceral and 
heady: a book that finds the overlap of Mervyn Peake’s Gor-
menghast, Lidia Yuknavitch’s The Book of Joan, and the writings 
of Steven Millhauser. It’s a haunting piece of speculative fiction, 
a dystopian society mapped from within.

The nightmarish aspects of this novel’s setting sneak up 
on you and linger.

NO TWO PERSONS
Bauermeister, Erica
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781250284372  

In this uniquely structured novel, 
Bauermeister explores the impact one 
book can have on numerous readers.

Alice Wein has always wanted to be 
a writer but struggles to find the story 
she’s meant to tell until the loss of her 

brother while she’s in college. That tragedy prompts her to leave 
school and begin writing a novel, called Theo, about an abused 
boy who finds solace in swimming and attempts to escape his 
father’s domineering by faking his death only for his father to 
die. Theo becomes the backbone of Bauermeister’s novel; struc-
tured as loosely intertwined short stories, the book charts the 
writing, publishing, and reading of Theo from the perspectives 

of 10 people, including Alice, her publisher, a bookseller who 
forms a relationship with Alice, and readers the book touched 
in varying ways. Each reader connects with something different 
in Theo’s story, which Bauermeister intends as a testament to 
the power of literature. While the book-within-a-book struc-
ture is interesting, there’s little depth for readers to sink their 
teeth into. The chapters move quickly, and key aspects of the 
overarching plot are missing. For example, Kit, the bookseller 
who becomes Alice’s partner, is introduced in a chapter chart-
ing the dissolution of his engagement to someone else. He only 
reappears in the epilogue, when his relationship with Alice is 
alluded to as he convinces her to attend an event. Alice’s own 
path to being a professional writer is similarly underdeveloped; 
a professor recognizes her talent within a few sessions of one of 
her first college classes and becomes a mentor, though his role 
is confined to a few encouraging but trite suggestions that she 
write the story she’s “meant to write.” She does and is published 
quickly despite a few early rejections that are discussed and 
moved past within half a page.

An interesting structure can’t redeem this underdeveloped 
and simplistic take on the ways readers engage with novels.

NIGHT FLIGHT TO PARIS
Black, Cara
Soho Crime (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  March 7, 2023
9781641293556  

Sharpshooter Kate Rees returns to 
the City of Lights for a longer but no less 
harrowing mission than she had in Three 
Hours in Paris (2020).

After losing her husband and daugh-
ter in a German airstrike, Kate wants 

nothing more than to avenge her family’s death on every Nazi 
within range. The skills with a rifle she developed growing up in 
rural Oregon paired with the ease of disguising her as a house-
wife or nurse make her a favorite sniper of the War Depart-
ment’s Alfred Stepney. Before sending her back to Paris with 
the task of taking out Kurt Lange, Gen. Rommel’s right-hand 
man, Stepney reminds her to trust no one. But that warning 
places serious constraints on Black’s mission as a storyteller. As 
characters flash by—Dieter von Holz, the RAF pilot who fer-
ries Kate to Paris; German double agent Jaro; Polish freedom 
fighter Odile; her liaison in Paris, Richards, who escorts her to 
British HQ in Cairo; her Cairo guide, Sasha; and shrewd belly 
dancer Nadira—Kate doesn’t really connect with anyone. If no 
one can be trusted, readers have no one to root for. Black packs 
lots of action and rich local color into her tale of danger. But 
without characters to invest in, readers may be left with what 
amounts to an album of travel photos: exotic and colorful but 
with nothing to harness the heart.

Strictly for action/adventure fans.

http://kirkus.com


6   |   1 5  m a r c h  2 0 2 3   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Readers are greedy: We want 
more, more, more from our favor-
ite writers. If Louise Penny is a few 
months late with her latest Chief In-
spector Gamache novel, we get im-
patient. When we have to wait five 
or 10 years for a new book, it better 
be worth the wait—and it usually is. 
Shirley Hazzard, one of my favor-
ite writers, took 10 years between 
the publication of her second novel, 

The Bay of Noon (1970), and her third, The Transit of Venus 
(1980), which I think is her masterpiece. Twenty-three 
years later she published The Great Fire (2003) and won 
the National Book Award for her trouble.

This month will see the publication of Hang the Moon 
by Jeannette Walls (Scribner, March 28), her first novel 
since the bestselling Silver Star in 2013, and fans will be 
happy to dive into this tale of the Kincaids of Virginia, 
who are battling for control over the family business in 
the years following World War I. Our starred review says 
the Kincaids resemble the appealing/appalling Roys of 
Succession and calls the book “a rollicking soap opera.”

It’s been 10 years since Eleanor Catton became the 
youngest winner of the Booker Prize for her first novel, The 

Luminaries, and her second, Birnam 
Wood (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
March 7), couldn’t be more different. 
The tale of an eco-activist group in 
New Zealand that finds itself mixed 
up with an American billionaire who 
wants to gain citizenship by funding 
them, the book is a “blistering look 
at the horrors of late capitalism [that] 
manages to also be a wildly fun read,” 
according to our starred review.

Mona Simpson fans have been waiting nine years for a 
new book, since Casebook came out 
in 2014. Her new novel, Commit-
ment (Knopf, March 21), follows the 
three Aziz siblings from 1972 into 
the ’80s as they learn to fend for 
themselves when their mother is 
hospitalized for depression. “Simp-
son is an artist of the family saga,” 
says our starred review. She “beau-
tifully explores the sacrifices that 
keep a family together even when 
it’s coming apart.”

White Cat, Black Dog (Ran-
dom House, March 28) is Kelly 
Link’s first book of short stories 
since 2015, when she published 
the widely beloved Pulitzer Prize 
finalist Get in Trouble. These fairy 
tales are “formally original and 
emotionally rich,” according to 
our starred review, reworking fa-
miliar tropes and complicating 
their conclusions. “This is fiction 
that pulls you swiftly into its world 
and then holds you completely, lingering like an especially 
intense dream.” 

Elizabeth McKenzie’s idiosyncratic novel The Por-
table Veblen was a hit in the Kirkus office in 2016. It fea-

tured a young woman who “forges 
an unusually strong bond with a 
squirrel,” as our review said. Sev-
en years later, she’s returned with 
The Dog of the North (Penguin Press, 
March 14), a delightful picaresque 
featuring a young woman and a 
dog named Quixote, pronounced 
Kweecoats. “McKenzie has cre-
ated a wonderful addition to the 
crew of damaged characters be-
loved by readers, so very endearing 

and real,” according to our starred review.
Victor Lavalle writes novels like no one else, and his 

readers have been waiting almost six years for a new 
one, since the great success of 
The Changeling in 2017. His new 
book, Lone Women (One World, 
March 28), sends a Black wom-
an to 1915 Montana to figure out 
how her parents died. “Lavalle is 
prodigiously talented at playing 
with stylistic modes, and he deftly 
combines Western, suspense, su-
pernatural, and horror,” accord-
ing to our starred review. “Acro-
batic storytelling, both out there 
and down-home.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.

FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

return engagements
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THE FIVE SORROWFUL 
MYSTERIES OF ANDY AFRICA
Buoro, Stephen
Bloomsbury (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 18, 2023
978-1-63557-777-8  

A Black Nigerian teen has high hopes 
for a romance with a visiting White girl.

Andrew “Andy” Aziza, the narrator 
of Buoro’s rich debut novel, is infuri-
ated at nearly everything in his life. His 

hometown, Kontagora, is prone to violent clashes between its 
Muslim and Catholic communities. African culture, he thinks, 
can’t measure up to the sophistication and cool of England and 
the United States. (Indeed, he detests all of “this crappy conti-
nent.”) He’s bereft of a father and carries on conversations in his 
head with his stillborn brother, whom he calls Ydna. He takes 
some comfort in his friends and his mother, a local photogra-
pher. But in his eyes, salvation (and the religious rhetoric here 
runs deep, from the title on down) can only truly arrive in the 
form of Eileen, a niece of the local priest visiting from the U.K. 
It’s not hard to see that disappointment is coming—and Buoro 
overextends the path getting there. But he doesn’t lapse into 
easy clichés about loving what you have. It also helps that Andy 
is a winning narrator, by turns self-deprecating and sardonic (“I 
haven’t seen a blonde before. Because this is Africa. And there 
are -0.001 blondes here”) and lyrical as well, thanks to Andy’s 
poetry, interspersed throughout. Since Andy and Eileen’s tra-
jectory is fairly predictable, its most engaging elements involve 
the B-plots: the religious attacks, the difficulty of escaping the 
country, the surprising ways literature can spark a connection. 
(Eileen and Andy bond over Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, which is 
doing a lot of symbolic work.) The title’s crucifixion reference 
frames Andy as both a Christ figure and a comically self-mar-
tyring figure, and Buoro has an assured grasp of religious and 
coming-of-age themes.

A promising debut that upends the typical bildungsroman.

CENTRAL PLACES
Cai, Delia
Ballantine (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9780593497913  

A newly engaged woman’s long-
delayed return to her central Illinois 
hometown forces her to confront the 
person she used to be.

Audrey Zhou, a 27-year-old Chinese 
American woman, insists that her first 

visit to Hickory Grove in eight years is her fiance’s idea. The 
Christmas visit is planned both to introduce Ben, a White 
photojournalist, to Audrey’s parents and for Audrey to accom-
pany her father to an upcoming endoscopy. Shepherding Ben 
around, Audrey sees her hometown through his ever present 

camera lens. Returning to the predominantly White, Christian, 
rural town forces Audrey to confront her relationships with 
her parents and her fiance and her identity as the only child 
of Chinese immigrants. When Ben is offered an assignment 
in California and the postponement of her father’s procedure 
extends her visit, Audrey’s prodigal-daughter attempt crum-
bles. At the intersection of her past and present, she is left to 
contend with the collision of “new Audrey” and “old Audrey,” 
spurred toward self-destruction while uncertain which self it 
is she wishes to destroy. Ben is a familiar type of well-meaning 
White man, passionately addressing microaggressions on her 
behalf. His inability to comprehend Audrey’s formative years 
makes it clear that he is more of a character-growth yardstick 
for her than a romantic hero. The predictable plot—Audrey 
herself compares the reappearance of a hometown crush to a 
Hallmark movie—verges on dull at times. It is Audrey’s rela-
tionship with her parents, nearly estranged at first and then 
rendered through shouting matches and silences, that Cai 
has portrayed with tenderness and savvy. Audrey’s efforts to 
understand and be understood by her mother, whose approval 
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she has always found unobtainable, nudge her closer to under-
standing herself.

Studded with emotional insights—a worthwhile debut.

BREAKNECK 
Cameron, Marc
Kensington (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 25, 2023
9781496737618  

The fifth Arliss Cutter thriller builds 
to breakneck speed over the Alaskan 
countryside.

Supreme Court Justice Charlotte 
Morehouse visits Alaska for a confer-
ence and is invited to stay and see some 

of the sights. “My idea of wild adventure is a foreign film with 
subtitles,” muses a nervous law clerk. “What if something were 
to happen?” As bad luck would have it, Russian mobster Maxim 

Volkov bears a deep grudge against the justice. “My plan is sim-
ple,” he says. “Kill the bitch judge who let my Nina die.” The 
veteran of Penal Colony Number 6 has earned his nickname, 
Kostolom—Bone Breaker—but now he’s dying and wants to 
avenge his ex-wife in the most public way possible. Supervisory 
Deputy U.S. Marshal Arliss Cutter and Lola Teariki, his partner, 
are assigned to help protect Morehouse. The story reaches as 
far north as Utqiagvik, formerly Barrow, and is filled with local 
color to spark the imaginations of armchair travelers. Key to 
the action is the Alaska Railroad, which tourists normally ride 
to soak in hundreds of miles of magnificent scenery. Alas, the 
train is a confined space where the good, the bad, and the inno-
cent have nowhere to go unless they jump off and risk death. 
Author Cameron is perhaps best known for his Tom Clancy 
novels, but the Arliss Cutter series looks equally good. Cam-
eron himself was a U.S. marshal specializing in dignitary protec-
tion in the 1990s, eventually retiring as district chief in Alaska, 
giving him serious chops to write this appealing series. His hero, 
Arliss, is a sympathetic pro not given to smiles or trust, perhaps 
because of his brother Ethan’s death, which might have been 
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murder. Ethan had also been married to the woman Arliss has 
loved since youth, so there are levels of pain. “I’m not in the 
trusting business,” he says. “I’m in the hunting-bad-men busi-
ness.” The bad guys are a lot less nuanced—those Russki ruf-
fians are flat-out evil as Volkov prepares his son to take over his 
criminal enterprise. But to kill Morehouse they’ll have to get 
past some tough U.S. marshals.

Great action in a colorful setting. This is fun!

THE HAUNTING OF 
ALEJANDRA
Castro, V.
Del Rey (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 18, 2023
9780593499696  

A woman with little knowledge of 
her family history is visited by an ancient 
curse.

Castro returns to her sweet spot—
layering folkloric monsters onto private 

trauma—for this generational ghost story. Even those who 
enjoy a straightforward horror tale may be dismayed by the 
sheer despair surrounding the titular Alejandra. Terrified by 
motherhood and depressed by her own self-loathing, she finds 
suicide whispering in her ear amid a cacophony of slurs like 

“Difficult woman. Sick woman. Dead woman.” An adoptee of Mexi-
can descent who has only recently reconnected with her birth 
mother, Alejandra is isolated in an upper-middle-class ivory 
tower thanks to her absentmindedly cruel husband and three 
demanding children. Unaware of her family history, she imag-
ines her demons to be illness, unchecked. We soon learn that 
Alejandra’s torture comes via La Llorona, a mythic woman who 
drowned her children and herself and now haunts the living as a 
banshee—or at least something primeval using the folk demon 
as a guise. As the wraith begins to appear in corporeal form to 
her children and birth mother, Alejandra finds a comrade in 
therapist Melanie Ortiz, who has a sideline as a curandera, a 
spiritual medicine woman. Castro’s remarkable balancing act 
juxtaposes the emotional turmoil of a bad marriage and depres-
sion against the very real and visceral horrors swirling around 
Alejandra, painting with dripping, peek-between-your-fingers 
menace. The story is also peppered with flashbacks from the 
17th century forward, showing the demon’s trickery toward 
Alejandra’s ancestors and the fatal consequences that follow. 
There’s a lot to like here. For horror fans, there’s the palpable 
feeling of not believing one’s eyes added to the grotesquerie of 
the drowned fiend and a not inconsiderable amount of child 
endangerment. At a deeper level, Castro’s tale of a woman both 
asking for help and taking possession of her own spirit delivers 
cheerworthy moments of empowerment.

A surprisingly moving, piercingly effective parable about 
exorcisms of all sorts of demons.

THE EAST INDIAN
Charry, Brinda
Scribner (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 9, 2023
9781668004524  

This coming-of-age tale charts the 
troubled early life of a boy from India in 
17th-century Virginia.

When his courtesan mother dies 
from cholera, an 11-year-old who goes 
by the name Tony soon loses the guid-

ance of her British patron and the easy life on southeastern 
India’s Coromandel Coast. The patron arranges for Tony to 
sail to London, but while there, he’s waylaid by child snatch-
ers and shipped off to Jamestown, Virginia, in 1635 on a vessel 
carrying other kidnapped kids and indentured workers. Look-
ing back from “years later,” Tony narrates his misfortunes with 
soulful resignation and his scant pleasures with youthful delight. 
His nemesis is a sadistic, sexually abusive White farm overseer, 
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“A woman with little knowledge of her family 
history is visited by an ancient curse.”
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but the boy soon learns that he faces a more enduring problem. 
While he sees himself in a racial limbo, neither White nor Black 
nor “tawny” like the local Indians, his brown skin places him 
nearer the losing end of the Colonies’ caste system. He escapes 
farm labor by talking his way into working with a physician, yet 
he remains essentially an indentured servant and soon comes 
to realize that no amount of medical knowledge will grant him 
the same respect as a White man. Charry, who came to the U.S. 
from India in 1999, writes in an author’s note that Tony is based 
on “the earliest-known mention” of an East Indian worker in 
Colonial North America. But this quasi-historical novel is less 
concerned with period details of speech, clothing, crafts, or 
furniture than with the human interactions that affect an “in-
between and indeterminate” person like Tony—and doubtless 
his followers of the Indian diaspora. In a charming touch, he 
sometimes recalls a performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
he saw in London and takes comfort in how Titania values an 
Indian boy.

An unusual look at racism through the lens of Colonial 
America.

THE DOUBLE LIFE 
OF BENSON YU
Chong, Kevin
Atria (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 18, 2023
9781668005491  

A sexual abuse survivor tries to pro-
cess his pain by fictionalizing it.

Benson Yu is famous for creating Iggy 
Samurai, a comic book featuring a teen-
age iguana who lives in Central Park and 

solves crimes alongside Coyote Sensei, a samurai master rein-
carnated as a coyote. Though the work is loosely autobiographi-
cal, Benson has never truly dealt with the traumas of his youth 
and, consequently, now struggles with depression, anxiety, and 
alcoholism. Then he receives a “noxious letter” from C., the 
karate teacher who molested him as a kid, seeking payment 
since he believes he inspired Coyote Sensei: “I swear, some of 
the things that character said came right out of my mouth.” The 
correspondence motivates Benson to try writing something 
new—a book set in 1980s Chinatown about a 12-year-old boy 
named Benny that’s “closer to domestic realism, if not, strictly 
speaking, nonfiction.” Benson claims his intention in undertak-
ing the project is to “understand the gauntlet of misfortune and 
mistreatment that [he] underwent as a child,” thereby exorcis-
ing his demons; as with Iggy Samurai, however, Benson can’t 
seem to help but rewrite the past, fabricating an explanation 
for his villain’s viciousness that cracks the door for redemption. 
Benson’s efforts then stall before taking on a life of their own—
literally. Part 1 of Chong’s novel unfolds in a present-tense voice, 
as though Benson is narrating Benny’s tale in real time, as it 
comes to him. The format holds the reader at a remove, compli-
cating efforts to connect with the story or its characters. Part 2 
is more successful, offering depth-conferring glimpses into the 
minds of both Benny and Benson, but the climax, while earned, 
proves less cathartic than disturbing.

Better in concept than execution.

CENTRAL PARK WEST
Comey, James
Mysterious Press (384 pp.) 
$25.49  |  May 30, 2023
9781613164037  

In Comey’s first novel in a planned 
series, the prosecution of a powerful 
mob figure is upended by a revelation of 
ties between the Mafia and the recently 
murdered ex-governor of New York.

The mob ties come as a shock to 
the prosecutor, Nora Carleton, Assistant U.S. Attorney for the 
Southern District of New York (Comey’s old haunts). She was 
poised to put away the mobster known as The Nose for good—
and, in another ongoing case, nail the ex-wife of the creepy 
former governor for his murder. With the possibility that the 
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murder was committed by a member of the Gambino crime 
family—a hit woman impersonating the ex-wife, Kyra Burke—a 
legal free-for-all breaks out. At one point, there’s a chance that 
the Manhattan district attorney will prosecute Kyra while Nora 
prosecutes someone else for the same murder. Drawing on his 
experience as a mob prosecutor, Comey is comfortable with the 
technicalities and unspoken truths of a high-level case, including 
the battles among the Department of Justice and the Manhattan 
DA and the FBI and the NYPD. He’s a bit too eager to show off 
all he knows: For all the lively tidbits in the book, including the 
possibility of digitally tracking a suspect through her Starbucks 
orders, there are as many drops of useless information, such as 
state criminal trials not happening “where the movie-going pub-
lic thought they did.” Readers of legal thrillers know more than 
he gives them credit for. Ultimately, Comey’s first crack at fic-
tion is more efficient than exciting. Perhaps the juice it’s missing 
might have come, in the post–Andrew Cuomo era, from a closer 
examination of the book’s disgraced ex-governor.

A capable but predictable fiction debut by the former FBI 
chief.

THE SENATOR’S WIFE
Constantine, Liv
Bantam (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 23, 2023
9780593599891  

A domestic thriller set among the 
Washington, D.C., in crowd starts with 
a bang. 

Sen. Robert Chase and his wife, 
Sloane, have their beach weekend ruined 
by their friends Sen. Whit Montgomery 

and his screaming wife, Peg, who is convinced Whit is cheating 
on her. Two weeks later, Peg shoots Robert and herself as Whit 
stands helplessly by. The widowed partners eventually fall into 
each other’s arms, raising eyebrows when they marry. With that 
whirlwind of belief-challenging events out of the way in the first 
few pages, the real story gets going. Sloane, who has lupus, is 
finally scheduling her hip replacement. A shady but stunningly 
attractive home health care worker named Athena is hired to 
live in for the first few weeks; she immediately begins snooping 
and controlling Sloane’s medication. Meanwhile, Whit may still 
be tomcatting around and looks to be involved in some shady 
schemes of his own, including gaining control of Sloane’s very 
well-endowed foundation. Some thriller fans are not super picky 
about writing—wooden dialogue and stereotyped characters 
can be forgiven if the twists are twisty enough. The sisters who 
write under the pen name Liv Constantine will have to count on 
that this time around, since not only is some of the dialogue and 
several of the characters laugh-out-loud ridiculous—the raun-
chy gold-digger sex kitten really takes the cake—but the most 
serious attempts at realism in the book involve granular detail 
on lupus and its treatment as well as fun facts about the White 
House and elite designer brand names. As for the main twist, 
it relies rather heavily on the omniscient third-person narrator 
misleading the reader and concealing information to a degree 
that could almost be seen as cheating. On the other hand, they 
did fool this reader, and the reveal scene was gaspworthy.

Not for the picky. 

FIRE RUSH
Crooks, Jacqueline
Viking (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 18, 2023
9780593300534  

Music and tragedy move a young 
Jamaican woman in 1980s London to 
transform her life.

Music is a powerful force in Crooks’ 
incendiary debut novel, echoing the 
rhythms in the life of a young woman 

just beginning to find her voice. Set in the late 1970s and early 
’80s, this is the story of Yamaye, who lives in a run-down hous-
ing complex with her Jamaican father outside London. Yamaye 
sleepwalks through her dull factory job, coming alive when she 
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Being the youngest person to win the Booker 
Prize comes with an inevitable downside: How 
do you top that? For Eleanor Catton, who was 
28 when she achieved that milestone with her 
second novel, The Luminaries, in 2013, the fear 
was less that she’d produce something inferior 
and more that wunderkind status might shield 
her from hard truths. “I was anxious,” she says, 

“that people wouldn’t tell me if my next book 
was no good!”

She needn’t have worried. Her new novel, 
Birnam Wood (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, March 7), 
is already winning genuine raves—in a starred re-
view, Kirkus calls it a “blistering look at the hor-
rors of late capitalism [that] manages to also be 
a wildly fun read.” Set in the author’s native New 
Zealand, the novel tells the story of a guerilla 
gardening group called Birnam Wood that plants 
crops on unused land, only sometimes with per-

mission, and donates harvests to the local pop-
ulation. When their idealistic young founder, 
Mira Bunting, hears about acres of fertile ground 
cut off from the world by a recent earthquake 
and landslide in the country’s South Island, their 
mission looks about to get supercharged. Doom-
steader Robert Lemoine, an American billion-
aire who’s just bought the property, offers them 
$100,000 to farm it while he builds an eco-di-
saster bolt-hole for himself underground. He 
gets do-gooding cred toward the citizenship he 
needs; they get legitimacy and profitability. A 
win-win! Except, of course, things are far more 
complicated than they look, and explosive con-
sequences loom.

The idea for the novel “came out of the politi-
cal upheavals in 2016. Donald Trump, the Brexit 
vote,” explains Catton, speaking via Zoom from 
her home in Cambridge, England. “The collec-
tive shame that seemed to be in the air, the new 
terror about the unknowability of the future. If 
you said something like, ‘50 years from now, x, y 
or z,’ there was certain to be somebody in the 
room who’d say, ‘If the world is even around.’ 
There seemed to be this new certainty that the 
end was rushing toward us.”

So she decided to reread Shakespeare’s Mac-
beth. “The play is so much about prophecy. 
Witches tell Macbeth that he will be king, that 
he’s safe until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsin-
ane.…When you give somebody a sense of cer-
tainty about the future, they kind of end up oc-
casioning that future,” she says. “I started think-

The Booker Prize winner is back, after a decade, with a new novel, 
proving she’s no one-hit wonder
BY KIM HUBBARD

M
urdo M
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Eleanor Catton
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ing, maybe there’s a novel where each character 
would have an ambition and be driving toward 
the future, seduced by this promise of certainty 
the way Macbeth was.” 

Birnam Wood’s Mira, for instance, can almost 
touch the greener, more equitable world she’s 
building. Lemoine has his eye on his own safety 
and prosperity, while a disaffected activist named 
Tony smells a rat where Lemoine is concerned—
and foresees personal glory once he uncovers the 
truth and writes about it. “I wanted the reader 
going in thinking one person was wrong and ev-
eryone else was blameless,” Catton says, “but 
slowly the complicity of the characters dawns on 
you. No one thinks they’re the bad guy, and that’s 
like the political spectrum today. There’s a lot of 
diagnosing Macbeth-like qualities in others and 
not in ourselves.” 

She would be happy if Birnam Wood “provokes 
a conversation,” she says, about climate change 
and land stewardship, inequality, the threats of 
technology. But she didn’t set out to write a man-
ifesto: “I feel strongly that one should not con-
fuse art and activism.” Instead, she hitched her 
ideas to an irresistibly propulsive plot. “I wanted 
to create the kind of desire to know what hap-
pens next that animates a thriller.”

And if the book’s action isn’t enough to hook 
you, the nuanced characters certainly will. Influ-
enced by Jane Austen—Catton adapted Emma 
for the screen in 2020—the novel goes deep into 
the friendship between Mira and her skeptical 
second-in-command, Shelley Noakes. “Mira and 
Shelley have a great rapport,” Catton says, “but I 
wanted them to betray each other. Often a story 
is saddest when two people could have been re-
ally good for each other.”

At home in Cambridge, where Catton lives 
with husband Steven Toussaint, a fellow writer, 
and their young daughter, there’s often debate 
about characters that the novelists in residence 
are creating. “It was especially fun with this book 
because it’s so character driven,” Catton says. 

“We’d argue constantly about whether someone 
would do this or that—they were like our friends. 

My husband would have an idea and I would get 
so cross at him! There were a lot of tearful argu-
ments as well as happy conversations.”

One thing the couple doesn’t need to argue 
about: what to watch on Netflix. “Thrillers,” 
Catton says. “It’s the one film genre we can al-
ways agree on.” And one she wants to stick with 
in her writing as well. She’s already at work on 
her next novel, “a more psychological, paranoia-
driven thriller with an unreliable narrator,” as 
she describes it. “When it’s done well,” she says, 

“a thriller can appeal to the head and the heart.”

Kim Hubbard is the former books editor at People. 
Birnam Wood received a starred review in the Jan. 
15, 2023, issue.
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and her friends head to the Crypt, an underground club that 
thrives on darkness, sweat, and the driving beats of dub reg-
gae. There are other spaces in which she feels safe—the local 
record shop, the Pentecostal church—but Yamaye is well aware 
that all such refuges are controlled by unyielding men. Though 
she dreams of making music herself, she’s mostly content to 
dream and enjoy the escape dancing provides. Then one night 
she meets Moose, a thoughtful carpenter whose stories about 
his grandmother in Jamaica make her ache for the past and 
her own missing mother, who fled London when Yamaye was a 
child. Their romance blossoms, and Moose reveals possibilities 
she hadn’t considered. But love is not a shield, and when tragedy 
strikes, Yamaye is forced to confront the realities shaping her 
existence: racism, sexism, poverty, fear. Crooks creates unfor-
gettable characters here, fleshed out with empathy and wis-
dom, and she writes in a lyrical style, expertly shaping Yamaye’s 
evolution from “Tombstone Estate gyal” to fierce, proud 
woman determined to liberate herself from perceived limita-
tions and male aggression. “It always takes me time to realise 
someone’s hurting me,” she thinks. “A few minutes, a day, a year. 

Twenty-four years. Four hundred years.” Once awakened, how-
ever, Yamaye will be vigilant, dancing joyfully to her own beat.

A compelling coming-of-age story about personal loss and 
political awakening.

DANCES 
Cuffy, Nicole
One World/Random House 
(288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780593498156  

A gifted Black ballerina, soaring in 
her career, is held back by inner demons 
and troubled relationships.

“Ballet has always been about the 
body. The white body, specifically. So 

they watched my Black body, waited for it to confirm their 
prejudices, grew ever more anxious as it failed to do so, again 
and again.” At 22, Celine Cordell is about to defy expectations 
by becoming the first Black female principal in the history of 
the New York City Ballet. As the pressure mounts, the media 
attention intensifies, and fans begin doing things like naming 
their labradoodles after her, she’s clearly made serious headway 
against institutional racism—it’s her troubled heart that’s hold-
ing her back now. Her relationship with Jasper, her White ballet 
partner, doesn’t come close to filling her emotional needs, but 
she’s grown distant from her disapproving mother and hasn’t 
seen her beloved, drug-addicted brother in five years. With 
her lifelong best friend having vaporized into a consuming love 
affair, Cece faces the biggest challenges of her life alone. Cuffy’s 
debut is enriched by her deep knowledge of ballet, expressed 
in sentences that swoop, surge, and flow as if choreographed. 

“Rond de jambe, the foot sweeping graceful half circles into 
the floor, and fondus and développés, the legs growing long 
now, delicious bloom in the hips and the inner thighs.” She also 
vividly creates the dancer’s inner world, with its extremes of 
discipline and self-consciousness. “Hunger is a type of want I 
find unsettling. Especially when it’s this intense, this much of a 
threat to my self-control….I bet Irine isn’t hungry right now. I 
bet Gwen is having a Clif Bar for lunch. I feel like I could take 
down a giraffe and then mount Jasper for dessert.”

The closest thing most of us will ever experience to actu-
ally dancing the ballet and to life in a dancer’s body.

“The closest thing most of us will ever experience to actually
dancing the ballet and to life in a dancer’s body.”

dances
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THE SKIN AND ITS GIRL
Cypher, Sarah
Ballantine (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780593499535  

The coming-of-age of a blue-skinned 
girl.

Cypher’s debut has quite a few mov-
ing parts: On the one hand, her narrator, 
Betty, is trying to reckon with her Pal-
estinian American family’s complicated 

history; on the other hand, Betty has blue skin. Another story 
thread has this queer narrator trying to decide whether or not 
to follow her partner around the world. Cypher doesn’t seem 
to know exactly what novel she wanted to write—as a result, 
this book feels like several different stories smashed awkwardly 
together. The most interesting parts follow Betty’s closeted 
queer aunt from Palestine to the U.S. as Betty tries to reckon 
with her own sexuality. But the fact of Betty’s blue skin (“the 

pure cobalt of a gas flame,” in Cypher’s words) distracts from 
all that. Ultimately, it’s unclear why Cypher bothered to veer 
into this magical realm. Betty’s blue skin and a few other unreal 
details are not only unbelievable from the standpoint of our 
world; they don’t really cohere even in Cypher’s own invented 
universe. Yet another thread, about Betty’s mother’s mental 
illness and her complicated relationship with Betty’s father, 
is never fully explored. Then, too, Cypher’s syntax frequently 
becomes tangled in a way that seems to strive toward lyricism 
though it ends up simply opaque. “It’s for the philosophers,” 
Cypher writes, “whether two people can live in the exact same 
place if that place is imaginary—or maybe a poet could tell me 
whether any set of words is sturdy enough, on its own, to dupli-
cate an experience from one mind to the next.” Cypher can cer-
tainly be commended for her willingness to experiment in her 
fiction. Here’s hoping that, in her next work, she doesn’t forget 
the simple art of storytelling.

An overdetermined novel that can’t quite decide what 
notes it wants to strike.
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MOOREWOOD FAMILY RULES
Dimon, HelenKay
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780063297142  

A woman newly released from prison 
reunites with her family of con artists to 
find out which one turned her in.

The only life that Jillian Moorewood 
has ever known is a dishonest one. Grow-
ing up in a family of scammers meant 

that any semblance of a straightforward childhood wouldn’t be 
possible—but now, 39 months after going to prison, she’s back 
and ready to make her relatives go legit. Granted, when Jillian 
shows up at home in Newport, Rhode Island, everyone is more 
than prepared to deny that they’d agreed to the condition she’d 
imposed before going to jail for all of them: that they’d go legit. 
This wayward daughter has a few tricks up her sleeve, though, 
and they all start and end with hitting the rest of the family 

where it hurts: in their bank accounts. Jillian’s relatives are less 
than thrilled about her ultimatum, but are they irritated enough 
to attempt to off her themselves? Enter the intimidating and 
distractingly handsome bodyguard Beck Romer, whom Jillian 
initially hires to protect her from her diabolical family—but the 
two discover that their connection is even more intense than 
that of boss and employee. There’s little time for the possibility 
of love, though, when Jillian is not only trying to find out who 
was responsible for sending her to prison in the first place, but 
also dodging retaliation from relatives left and right. Dimon’s 
latest is lighter on romance than most of her books, leaning 
more significantly into the wacky interpersonal hijinks of its 
premise. Readers who enjoy dysfunctional family dynamics will 
find entertainment here. Given the limited scope of the setting, 
though, notching up the drama between characters and incor-
porating more mystery would have served the story even better. 

An ensemble comedy with a healthy dose of humorous 
back-stabbing.

THE LIONESS OF BOSTON
Franklin, Emily
Godine (400 pp.) 
$28.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781567927405  

A fictionalized telling of the life of 
American art collector Isabella Stewart 
Gardner, whose story resounds with con-
temporary themes.

Despite her efforts, recently mar-
ried Isabella can’t fit into Boston’s high 

society. Her humor is too brash, her fashion is never au courant, 
and, most damnable of all, she’s not content to sit around with 
the ladies while the men get to discuss literature and art. Isa-
bella’s early married life is marked by tragedy—first she takes 
a long time to conceive, then she loses her 2-year-old to pneu-
monia and, shortly after, suffers a miscarriage that leaves her 
permanently unable to get pregnant. These compounding trag-
edies push Isabella even further out from Boston’s elite inner 
circle—after all, how can a woman in the mid-1800s hope to 
belong to high society if she’s not even a mother? But in spite of 
these tragedies (or, perhaps, because of them?), Isabella is more 
determined than ever to find her place. With her husband, Jack, 
Isabella sets off on a European voyage during which she meets 
a host of famous artists and authors, thus launching her life’s 
passion: collecting people and their work. Isabella’s correspon-
dence with those we now know as greats (Henry James, John 
Singer Sargent, and Oscar Wilde, to name a few) are delight-
fully sprinkled throughout the novel. Historians may bristle at 
Franklin’s choice to present as true aspects of Isabella’s life that 
others have merely speculated about, such as her possible affair 
with author F. Marion Crawford. Nonetheless, Franklin paints 
an engaging portrait of a bold yet vulnerable woman whose 
feminist determination will certainly appeal to contemporary 
readers, as will her desires for belonging, acceptance, and the 
often elusive quest to lead a life of purpose: “Is it wrong for a 

WW2 MARITIME THRILLER 
THAT’S WINNING AWARDS 
& RAVE REVIEWS
“…electrifying…the author’s 
knowledge of the relevant 
historical material…is 
extraordinary…A captivating, 
action-packed thriller that’s historically astute.”
—Kirkus Reviews
 
“This superior maritime thriller finds an American 
captain smuggling Jewish refugees as Nazis prowl.”
—BookLife Reviews at Publishers Weekly,  
Editor’s Pick
 
“Library collections on the lookout for vivid World 
War II accounts and lively plots will find The Hunt 
for the Peggy C a winning attraction.” 
—Midwest Book Review

The Hunt for the Peggy C by John Winn Miller 
Published by Bancroft Press
978-1-61088-570-6 (HC)
978-1-61088-572-0 (Ebook)
978-1-61088-574-4 (Audio)
For Film Rights: Bruce L. Bortz, Esq., Publisher, Bancroft 
Press, 410-627-0608 (cell) bruceb@bancroftpress.com

“An ensemble comedy with a healthy 
dose of humorous back-stabbing.”

moorewood family rules
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woman to want more?…Oh, how I want and want and want—to 
study the library arches and entertain and feel myself integral to 
the world as though I am the walls of a house.”

A perennial tale of a woman fighting for her place in a 
man’s world.

KILLING ME
Gagnon, Michelle
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780593540749  

Janet Evanovich meets Thomas Har-
ris in Gagnon’s uneven fifth thriller.

Street-smart Amber Jamison is mor-
tified when she finds herself “bound up 
like a sushi roll” in a van, potentially the 
next victim of a serial killer terrorizing 

Johnson City, Tennessee. Before the Pokémon-obsessed psycho 

can finish her off, she’s rescued by a ski mask–wearing woman 
armed with a cattle prod who disappears before Amber can 
learn why this mysterious stranger is hunting serial murderers. 
Escaping the Pikachu Killer is just the start of our protagonist’s 
misadventures. After an FBI agent calls to set up an interview, 
Amber, fearful that law enforcement may have uncovered her 
grifter past, flees her carefully built life as a college student and 
heads to Las Vegas, where she settles in at the seedy Getaway 
Motel. Her reprieve, though, is brief; Grace, Amber’s ski mask–
wearing savior, arrives on her doorstep, warning that the killer 
she’s pursuing is stalking Amber, and is later attacked. Amber 
must rely on her best grifter skills and the support of noir-loving 
motel manager Dot, romantic interest and sex worker with a 
heart of gold Marcella, and the injured Grace to catch a mon-
ster. Mixing snarky humor that often falls flat and increasingly 
far-fetched situations with gruesome serial killings makes for a 
queasy read. Also suffering from queasiness is a lead character 
who constantly vomits to reveal her emotional turmoil, whether 
from fear, panic attack, drugs and booze, or revealing her inner-
most secrets. That’s just lazy writing. The switch from Amber’s 

http://kirkus.com


sarcastic first-person narration to the solemn third person to 
reveal the serial killer’s backstory feels clunky and manipula-
tive. Underneath this mess lie the bones of a good thriller about 
resourceful, empowered women who team up to fight back.

Evanovich fans may enjoy, but devotees of harder-edged 
thrillers will be disappointed.

THE GREAT AMERICAN 
EVERYTHING
Gloden, Scott
Hub City Press (180 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 16, 2023
9798885740128  

Families fall apart and occasionally 
come together in this debut collection.

Each of these 10 stories features a 
first-person narrator, a man or a woman, 
gay or straight, likely in their 20s or 30s, 

trying to make some tenuous connections amid the confusions 
of modern life. Who are they, where are they, why are they? 
They don’t know where their jobs are going, where their lives 
are going, where they belong, or with whom. And they live amid 
the threats of climate crisis, terrorist bombs, and an expanding 
chasm between the haves and have-nots. “The Birds of Basra,” 
the opener, is one of the best and most ambitious of the stories; 
it imagines a model of caregiving in which the elderly and infirm 
are charged for each individual task, their attendants nickel-and-
diming them until they either die or their funds run out. The 
young narrator, a female caregiver, has a partner who is more 
socially aware and who tells her, “You rob elderly people.” Yes 
she does, but the narrator also feels something for the woman 
she watches. The money runs out, and the job will as well, but 
the story doesn’t really resolve itself. These stories rarely do—
they start in the middle of something and end somewhere else 
in the middle, with the reader learning something more about 
the narrator and the others than perhaps these characters know 
about themselves. There is plenty of disease and death and 
babies, wanted or not. In “Phosphorous,” a man has something 
of a psychotic breakdown and risks criminal charges to procure 
a baby after his wife dies in childbirth. In “The Paragon of Ani-
mals,” an unanticipated pregnancy leads to complications that a 
married couple had assumed they would never face. The closing 

“Tennessee” finds the narrator’s institutionalized mother going 
crazier while his wife is about to give birth.

Social conscience meets psychological despair in stories 
that show plenty of literary command.

KANTIKA
Graver, Elizabeth
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781250869845  

Based on the life of the author’s 
Sephardic grandmother, complete with 
real names and photographs, this gen-
erational saga traces a family’s journey of 
exile.

The novel is divided into three sec-
tions set in different places: There’s early-20th-century Con-
stantinople, where prosperous Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
intermingle easily and where Rebecca Cohen lives as a child; 
Spain, where her family reluctantly immigrates in 1925; and 
the United States, where Rebecca eventually settles but never 
feels at home. Rebecca’s happy childhood ends abruptly in 1914 
when the French-speaking Catholic school she attends abruptly 
closes and the previously oblivious 12-year-old becomes aware 
that war has broken out. Her best friend immigrates to Amer-
ica; Rebecca’s family is increasingly less prosperous. Ten years 
later, her father is financially ruined, and his beloved Turkey 
has become as intolerant of Jews as of Armenians and Greeks. 
Offered a low-level job at a small synagogue in Barcelona, he 
moves Rebecca’s family (minus an older sister who’s left for 
Cuba) to Spain, the country their ancestors fled during the 
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Inquisition. Rebecca builds a successful dressmaking business 
there but, afraid of spinsterhood, rushes into marrying the only 
Jewish bachelor available and suffers in a deeply unhappy mar-
riage. Her husband dies shortly after the birth of their second 
son. Although world events remain mostly in the background, 
rising fascism casts its shadow. In 1934, Rebecca accepts an invi-
tation from her older sister, now living in New York, to marry 
the widower of an old friend who’d died in childbirth in Queens 
and immigrate to America. Yes, this sounds like soap opera, or a 
somber The Brady Bunch, as Rebecca and her new husband blend 
her sons, his daughter, and the children they bear together into 
one family. This longer final section lacks the novel’s earlier 
vibrancy, perhaps because writing about people she personally 
remembers constrains Graver. That’s too bad, because in imag-
ining places (including a dreamy Cuba) and people from earlier 
times, Graver’s poignantly elegiac prose often soars.

A straightforward family story written with a poet’s sensi-
tivity and flair.

I DIDN’T DO IT 
Thriller Writer 
Conventions Can Be 
Murder
Hendricks, Jaime Lynn
Scarlet (312 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 23, 2023
9781613164112  

Authors’ dreams curdle into night-
mares when murder strikes a mystery 
convention.

Kristin Bailey, one of five nominees for Murderpalooza’s 
Thriller of the Year, has been stabbed to death in her hotel room. 
Amid the digital firestorm that breaks out, two items stand out. 
One is a Twitter thread indicating that @MPaloozaNxt2Die is 
following Vicky Overton, a fellow nominee; Mike Brooks, the 
once-successful friend who shared a hush-hush relationship 
with Kristin; Suzanne Shih, the admiring stalker she’d gotten 
a restraining order against; and Davis Walton, a self-absorbed 

“Authors’ dreams curdle into nightmares when 
murder strikes a mystery convention.”

i  didn’t do it
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rising star. The other is a series of text messages to Vicky, Mike, 
Suzanne, and Davis making target-specific insinuations and 
threats, all ending with the refrain “Maybe you’re next.” Since 
all four of them have plenty of secrets to hide, their suspicions 
of each other are equaled by their apprehension that they’re 
about to be unmasked. Alternating among their four points of 
view, Hendricks revels in their paranoia while archly revealing 
the differences in their narrative styles, from Vicky’s relentless 
self-editing to Suzanne’s guileless pushiness to Davis’ preen-
ing narcissism to Mike’s terror because his current comeback 
novel features a murder at a mystery convention committed 
by his own fictional avatar. Authors, agents, publishers, wan-
nabes: None of them comes off nearly as well as Vicky’s boy-
friend, publicist Jim Russell, who’s miles ahead of Pearson—no 
first name—the investigator hired by the Waldorf to figure out 
just which of these experts in homicide upped their game to the 
next level. Despite the obvious premise, it’s a furious, riotous, 
meta-romp right up to the last deflating twist.

A dishy balm for every aspiring author who’s envied those 
established figures at mystery conventions.

THE SECRET BOOK OF 
FLORA LEA 
Henry, Patti Callahan
Atria (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781668011836  

A young woman searches for the sis-
ter who vanished 20 years earlier in Hen-
ry’s magical novel.

In the swinging London of 1960, 
Hazel Linden is working in a store sell-

ing rare books, about to start a new job at Sotheby’s auction 
house and contentedly cohabiting with a hunky professor with 

“wind-whipped black hair” and family money. Then, on her last 
day working at the store, she opens a mysterious package that 
brings her back to her adolescence. Inside is the manuscript of a 
children’s novel titled Whisperwood and the River of Stars, which 
echoes much more closely than coincidence would permit the 
enchanted land she invented years earlier and the stories she 
told about it as a 14-year-old to her 5-year-old sister, Flora, when 
the two of them were evacuated from London during the Blitz. 
During the time the two of them were living with motherly 
Bridie Aberdeen and her artistic son, Harry, outside of Oxford, 
Flora disappeared one day, leaving her beloved teddy bear by the 
River Thames and leaving the police to conclude that she had 
drowned, though her body was never recovered. Hazel, who 
has always blamed herself for Flora’s disappearance because she 
was off canoodling with Harry when it happened, and who has 
never given up hope of finding her again, is inspired to redouble 
her efforts, which lead her both to the book’s author on Cape 
Cod and into her past, where she reconnects with Bridie and, 
more life-changingly, with Harry as well as with a journalist who 
has been researching the stories of lost evacuees. Henry, who 
has a clear affection for almost all of her characters, with the 
exception of a couple of baddies, sets them in a lush, comfort-
ing, and often pagan-influenced world where telling and listen-
ing to stories has remarkable transformative effects.

An enchanting tribute to the power of storytelling.

THE LAST CATASTROPHE
Hyde, Allegra
Vintage (288 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9780593315262  

After Eleutheria (2022), Hyde returns 
to the climate crisis with a collection of 
short stories that jump between dysto-
pias and parallel universes, seamlessly 
blending humor and tragedy.

The book’s dedication—“For who 
we’ll be”—immediately signposts its fundamental concern: The 
way humankind (and more specifically, Americans) will navigate 
an increasingly inhospitable climate. There’s a sublime, filmic 
quality to the stories, in which Hyde expertly inverts the familiar. 

“An enchanting tribute to the power of storytelling.”
the secret book of flora lea
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A swarm of caravans roam America, artists are kept in glass 
enclosures, and rehab facilities treat digital disorders. Hyde’s 
preoccupation with material (duct tape, tar, fiberglass) and end-
less references to environmental collapse (glacial melt, phos-
phorus runoff, extinction) don’t hinder the stories’ unrelenting 
pace. Indeed, it is within the quotidian that she gestures toward 
the West’s soporific response to the climate crisis. While the 
pilgrimaging caravaners of “Mobilization” obsess over refuel-
ing—dwindling resources are “probably a localized issue”—the 
reader grows agitated by their self-necrotizing, reckless con-
sumption. The quintessential freedom of the American dream 
is continually exposed as an impossibility, the pursuit of which 
is entirely bound to the systems of capitalism and colonialism. 
In “The Future Is a Click Away,” paying for the automated con-
venience of “individualized commodity distribution” destroys 
the finances and mental wellbeing of entire communities, high-
lighting the impossibility of consumer free will. In the subter-
ranean village of “The Eaters,” a celebrated historian observes 
that “our planet evolved on the premise of interdependence, yet 
human beings have insisted upon exceptionalism. No system 

can save us.” The gender dynamics of heteronormative rela-
tionships are skewered in “Loving Homes for Lost & Broken 
Men,” and the fetishization of youth is exposed as essentially 
grotesque in “Democracy in America.” For Hyde, the U.S. is the 

“paradise no one could truly enter.” We’re invited along on an 
often bizarre ride in which we see the ridiculousness of our own 
world reflected back at us, with Hyde managing to stress the 
urgency of the climate catastrophe without lecturing us.

At once a testament to and a caution against “the despair-
ing human’s capacity for ingenuity.” 
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TO DIE BEAUTIFUL
Jackson, Buzzy
Dutton (448 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780593187210  

A real-life hero of the Dutch resis-
tance gets a fictionalized life story.

In the early years of Germany’s occu-
pation of the Netherlands, Hannie Schaft, 
a law student in Amsterdam, feels help-
less. She wants to help her fellow country-

men and -women, but she’s not sure how. But before she knows it, 
a job volunteering with the refugee alliance becomes something 
bigger. The alliance is actually part of the resistance, and Hannie 
is recruited to become a full-fledged member. As the Nazis’ per-
secution of Dutch Jews intensifies, she moves home to Haarlem, 
bringing her Jewish friends Philine and Sonja with her. There, 
she learns how to shoot a gun and run undercover operations 
She quickly becomes such a notorious killer that the Nazis begin 

searching for the Girl with Red Hair. But as the war progresses, 
it becomes harder and harder for Hannie and her friends (and 
lover) in the resistance to survive Nazi persecution. Americans 
are likely unfamiliar with Schaft’s biography, and Jackson’s novel 
should bring a welcome renewal of attention to a particularly 
steely and heroic member of the European resistance. Unfor-
tunately, Jackson, who has a Ph.D. in history and has previously 
published works of nonfiction, fails to do her subject justice. Her 
Hannie is constantly insecure and waiting for instruction from 
others, and when she does embark on a mission, things usually 
go so smoothly that she rarely feels at risk. The novel lacks a real 
sense of the suspense, dread, and, above all, the fury and despair 
that Schaft must have experienced. Strangely, many of the more 
complex missions Schaft participated in are relegated to an 
author’s note. These details would have given Schaft a deeper and 
more complex sense of personhood.

A misguided effort to resurrect a worthy historical figure.

NOT ALONE
Jackson, Sarah K.
Doubleday (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780385548434  

After a brutal climate apocalypse, a 
young mother undertakes an odyssey.

It’s been five years since most of the 
Earth’s population was killed by a “plastic 
dust storm,” a disaster that threw micro-
plastics from the oceans straight into 

human lungs. Katie survives in a suburb of London, foraging 
for berries and roots and trapping stray cats. Harry, her young 
son, has never left their apartment (Outside is alien enough to 
warrant a capital O). But Katie’s lungs are failing, and when she 
finds a hidden letter from the fiance she’d assumed to be dead, 
she takes Harry on a journey that will lead them to the north-
ern reaches of Scotland. She hopes her fiance, a military veteran 
named Jack, can raise Harry after she, too, succumbs to the dust. 
Many of the survivors she meets along the way are menacing, 
and she struggles to trust even those who deserve it, like Andy 
and Sue, an older couple who have taken up together after los-
ing their families in the storm. Leaving aside the plausibility of 
death by microplastics, many of Katie’s concerns seem contem-
porary. Characters wonder whether it’s safe to leave their homes 
and lecture each other over wearing face masks. Katie’s struggle 
to be a good mother, especially in a catastrophe, is poignant. 
But Harry, until the novel’s final act, exists mostly to regurgi-
tate Katie’s anxieties back at her. “Why didn’t you sleep with 
me?” he asks after an overnight foraging expedition. “What 
if I couldn’t wake up and I needed you?” Much of the novel is 
similarly overdetermined; a flashback to a precatastrophe self-
defense class leads directly into a scene where Katie must put 
those skills to use. Jackson’s debut novel is stronger when it’s 
surprising, as in the scenes where Katie muses on the strange 
beauty of the new world.

The themes strain under too much emotional exposition.
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NOW YOU SEE US
Jaswal, Balli Kaur
Morrow/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780063161603  

A Filipina domestic worker is accused 
of murdering her employer in Singapore. 

Corazon Bautista, who was once an 
advocate for workers like her, has returned 
to Singapore after a spell in the Philippines, 
older and wearier after having suffered a 

devastating loss in her home country. She is placed with Elizabeth 
Lee, a widow whose compassion causes Cora more complications 
than she could have imagined. Her old friend Angel has a broken 
heart and her own set of challenges, especially from the college-
aged son of her longtime employers. But Cora’s and Angel’s trou-
bles are no match for those of proud, young, persistent Donita, 
who’s stuck working for the vicious Mrs. Fann, whose cruelty 
has communitywide ripple effects. When the news breaks that a 

woman named Carolyn Hong has been murdered and Flordeliza 
Martinez, her maid, has been taken into custody, Cora, Angel, and 
Donita find their position in Singaporean society has become even 
more precarious overnight. They shouldn’t get involved given their 
pasts and their present circumstances, but the mystery of what 
really happened and who’s to blame engulfs them anyway. Author 
Jaswal weaves this captivating story with superb skill. Cora, Angel, 
and Donita are engaging characters with rich inner lives and per-
sonal histories. Their relationships with each other; their employ-
ers and the Republic of Singapore; and their families and homeland 
provide extraordinary texture to the violent crime at the story’s 
center. The novel doesn’t shy away from contemporary politics 
but doesn’t preach, either. Rather, it examines the lives of people 
who are part of a complex, often exploitative global system that 
devalues the lives of women and the profound responsibilities that 
are classified as women’s work—the rules these women must abide, 
both spoken and unspoken, their hopes and aspirations, and their 
varied grief. It’s a layered, compelling read.

This novel explores the lives of maids and caregivers in 
Singapore with admirable craft and care.

“This novel explores the lives of maids and caregivers in
Singapore with admirable craft and care.”

now you see us
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THE SECRET DIARIES OF 
CHARLES IGNATIUS SANCHO
Joseph, Paterson
Henry Holt (432 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781250880376  

This debut novel comprises the 
rollicking fictionalized memoirs of a 
real-life Black British trailblazer who 
associated with David Garrick and Dr. 
Johnson, played Othello, served as a valet 

at Windsor Castle, was painted by Thomas Gainsborough, and 
voted for abolition.

Author Joseph, who wrote and starred in the 2018 play 
Sancho: An Act of Remembrance, researched Charles Ignatius San-
cho (1729-1780) for 20-plus years. Here, Sancho recounts his 
life through diary entries and letters—some between him and 
his future wife, Anne Osborne, during a long separation; others 
addressed to his son, Billy, as, gout-ridden, Sancho nears death. 

The story opens on a slave ship. Sancho’s young African parents 
die in quick succession: his mother in childbirth, his father by 
suicide. From the Americas, Sancho is taken to England at age 
3 to live with his owner’s three unmarried aunts. They treat him 
like a pet, trotted out to perform amateur theatrics for friends’ 
entertainment (his name comes from a resemblance to “the 
rotund servant of Cervantes’ hero, Don Quixote”). Under the 
secret patronage of the Duke of Montagu, the boy learns to 
read and play music. The aunts imprison him in the cellar for 
his audacity, but with a maid’s help he escapes. Neither slave 
nor documented freeman, the adult Sancho is well spoken and 
impeccably dressed; as likely to carouse with William Hogarth—
alcohol, food, and gambling being his chief vices—as to be col-
lared by slave catcher Jonathan Sill. He earns distinction as a 
musician and composer and becomes a landowning shopkeeper, 
but the brutality of slavery, such as Anne witnessed on Carib-
bean plantations, is a constant reminder of his privilege. Vin-
dictive guardians, shifting fortunes, and the protagonist’s sheer 
pluck add Dickensian flavor, and the picaresque style recalls 
Francis Spufford’s Golden Hill.

An entertaining portrait that also illuminates rare oppor-
tunities for Black people in 18th-century London.

THE HALF MOON
Keane, Mary Beth
Scribner (304 pp.) 
$25.55  |  May 2, 2023
9781982172602  

In a New York commuter town dur-
ing the week of an epic blizzard, a mar-
ried couple’s crisis comes to a head.

Is the Half Moon—a popular bar in 
Gillam—waxing or waning? And what 
about owner Malcolm Gephardt’s mar-

riage? The bar has been struggling since Malcolm fulfilled his 
dream and bought both the business and the building, the lat-
ter against the advice of his lawyer wife, Jess. But Malcolm, 45, 

“handsome and charming and people liked him instantly,” who 
worked at the bar for 24 years before buying it, has always 
wanted to run the place and also feels that the expense of pur-
chasing his baby somehow compensates for the fortune Jess has 
spent on IVF in pursuit of her own dream of fertility. The cou-
ple’s history is capably delivered in nonsequential descriptions 
and flashbacks from both perspectives. They’ve been together 
for 15 years, loved each other passionately from the start, mar-
ried because of Jess’ pregnancy, which failed, yet lost their way in 
more recent times, leading Jess to move out some four months 
earlier. Now, as the heavy snow falls, Malcolm learns she has 
been seen with Neil Bratton, a recently arrived, divorced lawyer 
with three children and a house at the posh end of town. Fam-
ily, commitment, work, and class all underpin this sympatheti-
cally drawn portrait of a stuttering marriage and also its wider 
community of parents, friends, and employees, although the 
emotional territory is less visceral than in Keane’s bestselling 
Ask Again, Yes, also set in Gillam. Subplots involving a missing 
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Half Moon regular and the threatening visits of a man pressur-
ing Malcolm to repay his debts interleave developments in the 
marriage. But it’s the contemplation of a meaningful relation-
ship after early dreams have faded that best showcases Keane’s 
inviting empathy, even if the ending is too neatly resolved.

Keane’s satisfying storytelling is the takeaway.

THE GOLDEN DOVES
Kelly, Martha Hall
Ballantine (528 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 18, 2023
9780593354889  

Two former Allied spies reunite fol-
lowing World War II in a mission against 
ongoing Nazi activity in Europe and 
French Guiana.

During the war, American Josie 
Anderson and Frenchwoman Arlette 

LaRue lived together in Paris—along with Arlette’s young son, 
Willie—and worked as spies. They sent information on Nazi 
communications to the Allied forces in London and were so 
successful that they were known across Europe as the Golden 
Doves. Then they were caught and sent to the Ravensbrück con-
centration camp. Now, seven years after the end of the war, they 
are each immersed in new work: Josie is working for U.S. Army 
intelligence in Fort Bliss, Texas, as part of Operation Paperclip, 
interviewing former Nazi scientists to determine if their work 
would be useful in the knowledge race against the Soviet Union, 
and Arlette is working at a cafe in Paris and searching for Wil-
lie, from whom she was separated at Ravensbrück. The friends 
cross paths on an unexpected joint mission when Josie is sent to 
Europe to track down the notorious Dr. Snow, who led experi-
ments on women—including Josie’s mother—at the camp, and 
Arlette travels to French Guiana to visit an organization caring 
for war orphans on a tip that her son might be there. Kelly’s lat-
est work of historical fiction revisits Ravensbrück, the German 
concentration camp for women that featured in her bestselling 
debut novel, Lilac Girls, and explores the long-term effects of 
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the war and the ethical consequences of Operation Paperclip. 
In alternating first-person sections that move over a seven-year-
period, Josie and Arlette narrate their experiences in detailed 
and evocative prose, though the story takes a while to get going 
given its efforts to develop a detailed backstory as well as a com-
plicated plot.

A compelling portrayal of turmoil both personal and global. 

FOR YOU AND 
ONLY YOU 

 Kepnes, Caroline
Random House (448 pp.) 
$23.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780593133811  

Has serial killer Joe Goldberg finally 
met his match—in a creative writing 
class?

In the previous three books in this 
series, beginning with You (2014), hope-

less romantic and occasional murderer Joe has found himself 
in perilous situations. But who knew the most terrifying yet 
would be a creative writing fellowship at Harvard? Joe has writ-
ten a novel, titled—what else?—Me, and has finagled himself 
into a workshop headed by Glenn Shoddy, author of a critically 
acclaimed novel called Scabies for Breakfast. Joe discovers that 
most of his fellows in the workshop are real writers, not just 
aspiring—Ani is an Obie-winning playwright, Sarah Beth the 
author of a successful mystery series. Mats and Lou have both 
completed promising first books, and nepo baby O.K. hasn’t 
finished writing a book yet, but her mother is an NPR star. 
Shoddy himself comes to class in bike shorts and talks more 
about his rides than his writing. But, of course, Joe finds a soul 
mate in the lovely Wonder Parish, who’s just as insecure about 
her place in the seminar as Joe is. She still lives with her blue-
collar family, caring for her wounded veteran dad and managing 
a Dunkin’. And she is, as Joe sees when he starts reading her 
manuscript, Faithful, a truly gifted writer. He is soon madly in 
love with her, and she responds, although their affair doesn’t 
go smoothly. Joe has other things to worry about, too. One is a 
podcast that’s the topic of lively discussion in the seminar: The 
Body on Bainbridge—a body Joe knows too much about. When 
you leave as many unsolved murders in your wake as he has, 
someone is bound to do a true-crime show about one of them. 
Another is Shoddy’s wife, the aptly named Sly, who has her own 
secrets. When the bodies start dropping, Joe has to wonder if 
he’s the only killer in class. Kepnes gleefully portrays the most 
back-stabbing seminar yet, dropping literary names with aban-
don as she twists the plot.

Joe Goldberg might be a narcissistic, manipulative, mur-
derous, utterly unreliable narrator, but he’s damn entertaining.

YELLOWFACE
Kuang, R.F.
Morrow/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780063250833  

What happens when a midlist author 
steals a manuscript and publishes it as 
her own?

June Hayward and Athena Liu went 
to Yale together, moved to D.C. after 
graduation, and are both writers, but 

the similarities end there. While June has had little success 
since publication and is struggling to write her second novel, 
Athena has become a darling of the publishing industry, much 
to June’s frustration. When Athena suddenly dies, June, almost 
accidentally, walks off with her latest manuscript, a novel about 
the World War I Chinese Labour Corps. June edits the novel 
and passes it off as her own, and no one seems the wiser, but 
once the novel becomes a smash success, cracks begin to form. 
When June faces social media accusations and staggering writ-
er’s block, she can’t shake the feeling that someone knows the 
truth about what she’s done. This satirical take on racism and 
success in the publishing industry at times veers into the realm 
of the unbelievable, but, on the whole, witnessing June’s con-
stant casual racism and flimsy justifications for her actions is 
somehow cathartic. Yes, publishing is like this; finally someone 
has written it out. At times, the novel feels so much like a social 
media feed that it’s impossible to stop reading—what new 
drama is waiting to unfold. and who will win out in the end? An 
incredibly meta novel, with commentary on everything from 
trade reviews to Twitter, the ultimate message is clear from the 
start, which can lead to a lack of nuance. Kuang, however, does 
manage to leave some questions unanswered: fodder, perhaps, 
for a new tweetstorm.

A quick, biting critique of the publishing industry.

JUST THE NICEST COUPLE
Kubica, Mary
Park Row Books (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9780778333111  

When a man disappears under suspi-
cious circumstances, a young couple tries 
to cover their involvement while his wife 
begins to wonder what they know.

When Christian Scott returns home 
to find his wife, Lily, upset and scared, he 

assumes at first that she’s had another miscarriage. Instead, Lily 
shares with him a horrific story: While she was taking a walk 
at a nearby nature preserve, she’d run into Jake Hayes, the hus-
band of her friend and fellow teacher Nina, and he dragged her 
into the forest and tried to rape her. She’d only escaped by hit-
ting him on the head with a rock. This sets up the major conflict 
of the novel: Christian and Lily must try to cover Lily’s tracks 

“A quick, biting critique of the publishing industry.”
yellowface
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in case the head wound turned out to be fatal. Nina and Jake 
had had a fight the night before, so Nina isn’t surprised that 
she doesn’t hear from him at first, but as she begins to realize 
Jake is missing and then goes to the police, she has no idea that 
Christian and Lily are working behind the scenes to protect 
Lily. Eventually she notices that something is wrong with their 
behavior, though, and she vacillates between investigating them 
and retreating to her mother’s comforting arms. The chapters 
are divided between Christian’s and Nina’s first-person perspec-
tives, and the entire action unfurls after the crime has presum-
ably been committed, which adds an intriguing layer to the 
suspense. There isn’t much of a focus on the victim, as we never 
get to know Jake except through other people’s reminiscences. 
Instead, the possible suspects take center stage. The only weak-
ness here is a common one in Kubica’s thrillers: The solution, 
when it comes, seems a somewhat unearned misdirection, but 
in this case, it also serves as a reminder that some characters are, 
as some people are, more invisible than others.

Skillfully built tension will keep the pages turning.

SWEET UNDOINGS
Lahens, Yanick
Trans. by Kaiama L. Glover
Deep Vellum (228 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781646052158  

This novel, set in Haiti, follows sev-
eral lives in the wake of an unsettling 
event.

From the earliest pages of Lahens’ 
novel, there’s a profound sense of absence. 

It opens with a letter written by Raymond Berthier, a judge in 
Port-au-Prince, to his wife. Raymond has taken a stand against 
corruption, for which he has been threatened. “Naming certain 
things has become a criminal offense, though the fact that such 
things exist has not,” he writes—and by the time the novel 
picks up, Raymond is presumed dead and the novel is now 
following Cyprien, who is in a relationship with Raymond’s 
daughter, Brune, a musician. Lahens moves from character to 
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character, some with deep connections to Raymond and others 
more distanced from him. Raymond’s brother-in-law, Pierre—
whom Raymond called “the most solid, the most lucid of us 
all”—emerges as the center of the book. At one point, Pierre 
evocatively revisits the recent history of his country: “It was 
at that exact time that the island began falling apart in their 
hands. Bit by bit. Like a car abandoned on the side of the road.” 
There’s also a subplot involving a man named Joubert, charac-
terized by violence and cynicism: “Joubert abruptly takes his 
gun from beneath the bed and aims it at the TV set. A pain-in-
the-ass activist for some obscure cause is talking about victims 
who deserve justice and reparation.” This is a slow-burning and 
empathic work. Lahens occasionally shifts the book from third 
person to first for a passage or two, creating a sense of these 
disparate lives overlapping in unexpected ways. This is a book in 
which violence is never far away, but in which there’s also room 
for hard-earned epiphanies.

Lahens’ latest turns its contradictions into the stuff of 
compelling drama.

EVEN IF EVERYTHING ENDS
Liljestrand, Jens
Trans. by Alice Menzies
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster (448 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781668005019  

A Swedish family struggles to cope 
with climatological disaster.

The von der Esch family—father 
Didrik, mother Carola, teen daugh-
ter Vilja, little brother Zack, and baby 

Becka—evacuate their summer house in Dalarna as global 
warming–generated wildfires rage out of control. The author 
shifts between various family members and characters in their 
orbit to give first-person accounts of the chaotic aftermath, 
during which the family is separated (wounded Zack goes off 
with strangers with a working car; Didrik takes the vulnerable 
Becka on a crowded train back to Stockholm; Carola and Vilja 
make their way to an ad hoc refugee camp) and attempts to sur-
vive the crisis and hopefully reunite after the worst has passed. 
The action of the novel is tense, as the oppressive heat, lack 
of basic resources, and crumbling social contract threaten to 
overwhelm the embattled clan, but the strongest elements of 
the narrative are the depth and nuance of the characters’ inner 
monologues. Didrik, a somewhat pompous PR exec, experi-
ences the catastrophe as a test of his masculinity. Vilja, charac-
terized as selfish and bratty by her father, displays remarkable 
courage and maturity in navigating the fraught environment 
of the camp. Didrik’s mistress, Melissa, an ostensibly vacuous 
social media influencer safely ensconced in a luxury apart-
ment in Stockholm, leads a rich inner life revolving around her 
pill addiction and borderline sociopathic manipulativeness. 
André, the teenage son of the tennis legend whose apartment 
Melissa is housesitting, drowns in insecurities and resentment 
as he embarks on an ill-advised nautical adventure. A sense of 

apocalyptic doom throws the relatively petty concerns of the 
characters into sharp relief even as their humanity is affirmed 
by the author’s careful attention to their quirks and unique per-
spectives. There are no villains here aside from climate change—
an outward manifestation and inevitable consequence of the 
self-destructive impulses so relatably embodied by Liljestrand’s 
cast of haplessly civilized refugees.

An absorbing and sobering reckoning with all-too-familiar 
disasters, both personal and planetary.

YOU ARE HERE
Lin-Greenberg, Karin
Counterpoint (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781640095434  

This debut novel offers a group por-
trait of people in upstate New York try-
ing to figure out how to build new lives.

Every day after school, Jackson 
Huang joins his mom, Tina, at Sunshine 
Clips in Greenways Mall. She tends to 

the needs of a dwindling roster of clients. He does his home-
work and sweeps up hair. Her most loyal customer is Ro Good-
son, an elderly woman with a prickly personality and a knack 
for being offensive. Ro’s next-door neighbor Kevin manages the 
bookstore across from the salon. He’s been stalled on his disser-
tation long enough to realize that he doesn’t really want to be in 
academia. He lives with his wife and two kids in a tiny house he 
built in his mother-in-law’s backyard. Maria, who works at the 
fried-chicken place in the food court, is a high school senior who 
dreams of being an actor. Losing the lead role in West Side Story 
to a girl who is blond and blue-eyed makes her question her-
self. Their lives intersect in a variety of ways, and all of them are 
wondering what they’ll do when the mall closes. A dying shop-
ping center seems like a perfect metaphor for…something, but 
what that something might be never quite coalesces. Instead, 
the mall feels like a set built for this very small cast. The scenes 
set in Ro and Kevin’s neighborhood and in Maria’s school also 
seem like they’re happening on a soundstage. Perhaps the inten-
tion here was to invoke the claustrophobia of a small town, to 
create the sense that the outside world isn’t real. But nothing 
that happens within this circumscribed environment feels real, 
either—not even the act of violence that serves as something of 
a climax. Lin-Greenberg earned critical recognition for Faulty 
Predictions (2014) and Vanished (2022), her collections of short 
fiction. But the invention and energy readers found in those 
stories are missing here.

A disappointing novel from a much-praised writer.
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DOM CASMURRO
Machado de Assis, Joaquim Maria
Trans. by Margaret Jull Costa & Robin 
Patterson
Liveright/Norton (288 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 23, 2023
9781324090700  

A beguilingly slippery tale by Brazil’s 
greatest proto-modernist writer.

Bento Santiago is known to his 
friends as Bentinho. But, at the begin-

ning of Machado de Assis’ 1899 novel, he has earned the 
sobriquet Dom Casmurro, meaning something like “Sir Stub-
bornly Self-Absorbed,” for falling asleep when a budding poet 
assailed him with verse on a train ride. Bentinho, whom we 
meet as an aging, moderately prosperous attorney, is part of 
a minor noble rural family that moved to Rio de Janeiro and 
settled in a well-to-do neighborhood (Machado makes much, 
subtly, of Rio’s rich-and-poor geography). There, at 15, he falls 
in love with 14-year-old neighbor Capitu. Tensions face him as 
his now-widowed mother wheedles him to honor a pledge she’s 
made to God that her firstborn son will become a priest, while 
Capitu tries to dissuade him. Bentinho enters the seminary all 
the same and befriends Escobar, a young man who wants to be 
a merchant, not a priest. Both break free, and Bentinho and 
Capitu marry. But why does their son, a gifted mimic, do one 
impersonation better than all others? As Bentinho says, after 
all, “There’s even something about the way he walks, about his 
eyes, that reminds me of Escobar....” Bentinho has always been 
jealous over the beautiful Capitu—in a meaningful scene, she 
exchanges woo-pitching glances with a rider passing by her win-
dow—but even as Capitu protests that Bentinho is his son’s real 
father, he embodies the meaning of his nickname. The trick of 
this short novel is that the reader must decide whom to believe, 
for much suggests that Bentinho is not a trustworthy narrator, 
while Capitu is alternately characterized as both sly and faith-
ful. Whatever the case, in this readable translation (the use of a 
few creaky expressions such as flibbertigibbet notwithstanding), 
Machado proves himself a gifted portraitist of flawed human 
characters who harbor psychological depths.

A fine if elusive find for aficionados of world literature.

MAYBE NEXT TIME
Major, Cesca
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780063239920  

A harried London woman lives the 
same day over and over again, with her 
husband always dying at 10:17 p.m.

Time fragments and collides in this 
story encompassing the first meeting, 

marriage, child-rearing, lockdown, and post-lockdown lives of 
Emma and Dan, a married couple in their early 40s. The first 

time Dan dies, Emma is a harried literary agent so focused on 
her work, volunteering, and support of everyone outside her 
family that she has forgotten the anniversary of her first meet-
ing with Dan and missed the clues that something is very amiss 
with both of their children and their dog. Dan is crushed that 
she’s forgotten the anniversary—she’s the one who suggested 
they celebrate every year with heartfelt letters to one another. 
He’s written to her every year since—including the year he 
moved out because of his grief over losing his mother and his 
inability to be the parent to his newborn daughter that he should 
have been. Author Major has told Dan’s story of his and Emma’s 
lives together, and his love and frustrations with his partner’s 
complexities, through these annual letters. Emma’s story of 
growth and change is told through her first-person account of 
living that single day over and over again. Dan always dies, but 
Emma’s experience of her relationship with him and her family 
changes as she relives every day. Fans of the 1998 movie Sliding 
Doors will enjoy this book. Experiences of anguish, depression, 
grief, and anger as well as those of patience, love, acceptance, 
and peace are all addressed.

A story of mindfulness and joy in the small routines of love 
and family.

COUPLETS
A Love Story
Millner, Maggie
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (128 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780374607951  

A 20-something Brooklynite remakes 
the form and function of love in this story 
told in rhyming couplets.

The speaker of this novel in verse is, 
at first, enviably settled in her life. She 

enjoys her job teaching composition; she loves her boyfriend; 
she feels “if not exactly pride, at least the pretty, / riskless plea-
sure of conformity.” Then she meets an electrifying woman who 
sweeps her into a tumultuous, explosively erotic relationship. 
Through a series of discrete stanzas, themselves portioned into 
rhyming couplets, the speaker narrates the dissolution of her 
relationship with her boyfriend and the charged early months 
of her new love affair, which vivifies all the quotidian objects 
of her life even as it plunges her into sincere mourning for all 
that was lost in the breakup with the man she “revered / but 
felt [she] had been failing many years.” The author’s formal 
choices underscore the thematic obsessions of the book. The 
rhyming couplets create conversations within themselves, each 
line echoing the other’s language in sonic duets reminiscent of 
the ways couples reflect each other’s identities. The conceit is 
clever, and the verse itself is full of startling, effervescent imag-
ery—not to mention full-throated eroticism—that is a pleasure 
to read. However, the only fully realized character in this tightly 
controlled exploration of identity and desire is the speaker her-
self. Perhaps this is the result of the form, which reflects the 
boyfriend and the lover as elements of the speaker’s own voice; 
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perhaps it is a more deliberate flattening, illustrating the speak-
er’s statement that “love / has been, above all things, the engine 
of / self-knowledge in my life.” Regardless, the relentless interi-
ority restricts the reader’s engagement to only those things that 
illustrate the speaker’s blooming selfhood. All other characters 
become symbols of the speaker’s progress through her journey 
of self-realization rather than people in their own rights. Which 
leaves the reader to ask how much more real or nuanced our 
narrator could have seemed if the characters that accompany 
her transformation were afforded the same ability to look into 
their own mirrors.

A bold reengagement with the novel’s time-tested staple 
subject: romantic love.

BROTHER & SISTER ENTER 
THE FOREST
Mirabella, Richard
Catapult (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 14, 2023
9781646221172  

Past and present collide as the 
reunion of an estranged brother and 
sister prompts a bumpy journey toward 
reconciliation.

Willa and her older brother, Justin, 
never had the harmonious relationship she desired. Through-
out their childhood, Willa’s attempts to keep Justin out of trou-
ble fell short; the closer she tried to get, the more quickly her 
brother ran toward danger. Now in her early 30s, Willa has not 
heard from Justin in years and has managed to create a com-
posed and tidy life as a nurse who crafts detailed dioramas in 
her free time. Her calm world is troubled, though, when Justin 
appears on her doorstep in New Paltz, New York, one evening, 
bedraggled, with a bruised face and a mangled hand. Willa is 
hesitant to court the chaos he drags wherever he goes, but with 
the man she’s dating present, she feels pressured to invite him 
in. In the weeks that follow, Justin’s attempts to reconnect with 
Willa verge on intrusive; at one point, he tells Willa’s landlady 
that he incurred his black eye when Willa threw a water jug at 
him, another of his brash displays for attention. Time shifts 
back and forth between the present day and Justin’s coming-of-
age, detailing a relationship between him and Nick, a boy three 
years his senior. Nick’s taste for cruelty escalates the more inti-
mate he and Justin become, trapping Justin in a vicious cycle 
when Nick brutally assaults a bully who has found out about 
them. This event creates ruptures in all aspects of Justin’s life. 
The siblings’ current-day relationship wavers between love 
and resentment, with Willa’s disappointment in her brother 
increasing as he finds himself unable to reconcile the past. As 
profound as the circumstances straining their relationship may 
be, Mirabella just touches the surface of interactions that could 
have been afforded more nuance and subtlety. With more atten-
tion paid to actions and events than to the characters’ interior 
lives, the novel loses many opportunities to delve into the char-
acters’ interiorities; in turn, some scenes between the siblings 

feel effortful in their attempts to create tension, as if relying too 
heavily on melodrama.

A queer coming-of-age story about the vicissitudes of love 
and the redemption to be found in family.

NOTES ON HER COLOR
Neal, Jennifer
Catapult (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 23, 2023
9781646221196  

A young woman who can change 
her skin color searches for belonging 
and freedom from a difficult home life 
through music.

“My mother could change the color 
of her skin”: Gabrielle, the narrator, has 

inherited this gift, which she calls “passing.” Gabrielle is about 
to graduate from high school in Florida as the novel opens, and 
though her color-changing has been largely out of her control, 
she’s managed to keep her condition unnoticed by everyone 
but her parents. Her father, a Black lawyer with aspirations to 
be the perfect Republican, prefers that both Gabrielle and her 
mother (who is Black and Indigenous) pass as White when he 
gets home from work, to match their house’s all-white interior. 

“There were no dark things allowed in our home—except for 
whiskey, and him,” Gabrielle tells us. When Gabrielle’s father 
decides she should be pre-med at the University of Florida—

“It’s very competitive,” a campus tour guide tells them. “But 
it’s a great program”—he demands she take a year off after high 
school to work on her extracurricular activities, giving her a 
better shot at admission. She begins taking piano lessons from 
Dominique, a young Jamaican woman whose brightly colored 
home and vibrant family life are everything Gabrielle wishes 
her own could be. Organized into parts corresponding to move-
ments in Mahler’s Symphony No. 3, Neal’s narrative takes us 
through Gabrielle’s struggle to understand who she truly is and 
what she wants at the same time that her family irrevocably 
shatters. Like Gabrielle herself, though, the novel never quite 
settles on how to present itself, and many questions of narrative 
logic—characters’ motivations and histories, how Gabrielle’s 
passing works—go unanswered.

Falls short of a magnum opus but with enough lovely notes 
to make it worth a look.
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FRANCISCO
Newman, Alison Mills
New Directions (128 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9780811232395  

A poetic autofictional narrative about 
a Black woman artist and her relationship 
with an indie filmmaker, originally pub-
lished in 1974.

The story follows a young, unnamed 
actress as she navigates 1970s Holly-

wood, San Francisco, and New York City. The narrative reads 
like stream-of-consciousness diary entries, written entirely in 
lowercase letters; the book’s informal spelling and grammar 
contributes to its offbeat charm: “i be wanderin off some-
times—and when i come back i cannot tell you where i have 
been, cause i do not even know i was gone.” At the heart of 
the novel is a relationship between the protagonist and Fran-
cisco, a young Black indie filmmaker. The narrator is transfixed 
by Francisco, whose commitment to his art both attracts and 
frustrates her. Over the course of the book, the reader is spun 
through a kaleidoscope of movie screenings and parties as the 
narrator, always in motion, flits from one residence to another 
and back again. In her travels, she encounters dozens of color-
ful characters who leap from the page with humor and specific-
ity. Some of these cameos—Muhammad Ali, Angela Davis, and 
Amiri Baraka, to name a few—anchor the text in its historical 
context, adding the weight of hindsight to the narrative. The 
narrator is like all young people finding their ways in the world—
at times apathetic, indignant, lost, and alone. Over the course 
of the novel, her disillusionment mounts, and she offers searing 
criticism about sex, race, and politics: “america was the wizard 
of oz country.” As a love story, the book is refreshingly ambigu-
ous. The narrator can speak compellingly about Black feminism, 
but she allows herself to endure insults and neglect at her lov-
er’s hands, sacrificing her own needs at the altar of his artistic 
greatness. The book makes space for rumination, complexity, 
and transience. It offers a unique window into the mind of one 
woman, at one moment in history, and by doing so examines 
beauty, sex, and art through her eyes.

Once you get into the flow of Newman’s prose, you’ll find 
artistic and intellectual riches.

COLD NIGHTS OF CHILDHOOD
Özlü, Tezer
Trans. by Maureen Freely
Transit Books (160 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9781945492693  

A 25-year-old woman, artistically 
gifted and mentally unstable, chronicles 
her childhood in Turkey; her sojourns in 
Europe; her loves and torments as she 
repeatedly descends into the underworld 

of mental institutions and reawakens, almost miraculously, to 
the fragile beauty of nature and of human connection.

This intensely felt novel—originally published in Turkish in 
1980—opens conventionally enough in the 1950s with elegiac 
scenes of childhood, wonderfully evoked, and a portrait of a 
provincial Turkish town that seems to materialize before our 
very eyes. “The boulevard that starts at Saraçhanebaşi goes as 
far as Edirnekapi,” the narrator writes. “In the middle is a wide 
footpath bisected by a row of oaks. Red and green trams run 
along either side.” The family is brilliantly conjured, too. “It’s 
been seventy years since she last slept with a man,” we learn of 
one elder. “She loves life. Nothing interests her more than her 
own funeral.” School days feature nuns that emerge daily, “heads 
downturned, dark clouds in the dim morning light slipping one 
by one down the steep stairs into the deeper darkness of the 
nunnery.” The narrator’s depiction of her descent into mental 
illness, a recurring affliction, forms the core of a novel that 
nonetheless defies gravity thanks to the graceful clarity of the 
author’s epigrammatic style and the omnipresent dark humor. 

“I shall learn to lie down smiling for electric shock treatment,” 
she writes of her many hospitalizations. “If I wish to save myself, 
that is.” And later, she notes that “nights come early to this 
hospital. But they don’t know how to end. Dawn never comes.” 
Time and place become unstable here. One moment the narra-
tor is in Berlin or Paris, acquiring a series of lovers who become 
discarded husbands and recording her sexual experiences with 
pithy, almost clinical accuracy. Then it’s back to Ankara, where 
the political upheavals of the 1970s fleetingly penetrate this 
profoundly moving account of desperation, exhilaration, and 
endurance.

A powerful evocation of mental torment and ecstasy.

THE GARDEN OF 
SEVEN TWILIGHTS
Palol, Miquel de
Trans. by Adrian Nathan West
Dalkey Archive (888 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-628974-51-5  

Hallucinatory, genre-hopping novel 
of improbably interwoven stories.

Originally published in Catalan in 
1989, Palol’s novel is prescient in imag-
ining a world riven by predatory capi-

talism, inequality, and an endless series of conflicts branded as 
the “Four Wars of Entertainment.” The antagonists—the U.S., 
Russia, China, and the “Union of Islamic States”—fling nuclear 
missiles at each other and the rest of the world, and soon cities 
such as Paris and London are gone. So, too, is Barcelona, where 
the unnamed inaugural narrator of Palol’s sequence of nested 
tales has lived until, by a stroke of fortune, he is invited to flee 
to the mountain stronghold of an enigmatic rich man. The nar-
rator ponders the essential unfairness of the deal, imagining “a 
moment at which the most notorious of the privileged would 
become emblematic of the abhorrent situation as a whole and 
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the community would cut their throats as a ritual, concrete, and 
peremptory ratification of a new era.” Still, he’s content to roam 
the halls drinking fine wines and looking at original Leonardos 
and Van Goghs even as the assembled guests, in the manner of 
The Decameron, begin to tell stories that spin small-time crooks, 
street thugs, politicians on the make, intellectuals, and the rest 
of society into a web controlled by an omnipotent bank, a cen-
tral institution in the “dirty, shimmering world of savage capital-
ism.” Palol dips into science fiction, horror, dystopian literature, 
Marxist social criticism, and even a touch of pornography to 
build these tales, which eventually come to turn on the quest 
to control a jewel, “the fire that emerged from the forehead of 
Lucifer at the moment of his fall,” that in turn can control the 
fate of the world. Naturally, gangsters, capitalists, nation-states, 
and everyone else wants the thing—if, that is, it really exists, 
and if the tellers of its tales are really who they say they are.

You need a scorecard to keep track of the proceedings, but 
Palol delivers an entertaining intellectual mystery.

LA VIE, ACCORDING TO ROSE
Parvizi, Lauren
Lake Union Publishing (367 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  April 18, 2023
9781662509858  

A young woman travels to Paris with 
dreams of finding herself.

Rose Zadeh, a content editor at a 
startup in San Jose, is not thriving. Her 
career is stalled, her mother’s worry is 
grating, and her status as the oldest yet 

most single of the three daughters in her family means that 
Rose often puts aside her needs for her sisters’. When Rose 
is passed over for a promotion, she takes her use-it-or-lose-it 
vacation days and hops on a plane to Paris. At the forefront of 
Rose’s mind is her late father, who, as a young man, left Iran to 
make a life for himself in the United States. Surely if her dad 
had been able to leave everyone he’d known and loved, then she 
could survive for three weeks in Paris, right? Unfortunately, on 
one of her first Parisian outings, Rose loses her keys, cellphone, 
and wallet and stumbles into the possibly too helpful hands of 
handsome American Kidridge Sweet. Despite warnings from a 
haughty Parisian model that Kid can’t be trusted, Rose throws 
caution to the wind and decides to adventure with him. Com-
bine this dubious decision with her mother’s insistence that she 
meet up with Marco Dariano, a childhood friend who is now 
an art history professor in Paris, as well as a surprise and unwel-
come visit from someone from Rose’s life, and Rose’s dreams 
of introspective clarity seem to be slipping away. Parvizi’s sto-
rytelling is dependent on clichés and coincidences: Does Paris 
only have two men? Are they both American? And why can’t 
this grown woman keep track of her keys? That being said, the 
plot is mostly lighthearted and fun, Rose is a sympathetic char-
acter despite her occasional inane choices, and the memories 
of Rose’s father sprinkled throughout provide emotional reso-
nance: “I wanted to prove something to myself. To Dad. He was 

the bravest person I knew. Perhaps here in Paris I would dis-
cover he’d passed some of that down to me.”

An amusing escapist romp with moments of poignancy.

THE AUBURN CONFERENCE
Piazza, Tom
Univ. of Iowa (200 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  May 1, 2023
9781609388812  

An 1883 writers’ conference raises 
questions still roiling 21st-century America.

Frederick Olmstead Matthews, a 
junior lecturer at the moss-grown 
Auburn Collegiate Institute in upstate 
New York, has tried to get more con-

temporary American books into the tired literature curriculum, 
but he “could as well have suggested installing a porcupine as 
the Institute’s president.” Matthews manages to convince the 
provost who bankrolls the institute that “a public conversation 
about the future of America” among Mark Twain, Walt Whit-
man, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Herman Melville, and Frederick 
Douglass will enhance the prestige of the institute, the town, 
and—not so incidentally—the social-climbing provost. By the 
time the conference begins, Matthews has reluctantly added a 
former Confederate general and a bestselling female author to 
the roster, which prompts a local journalist to invite suffragists 
and supporters of the Lost Cause to attend in the hopes that 
they will stir up trouble so the journalist’s lurid coverage can get 
him into the pages of a big-city newspaper. He hardly needed 
to bother: Hilarious scenes of the conference’s early sessions 
show Whitman showboating and Twain giving his standard 
after-dinner speech while Douglass and Melville valiantly try to 
raise real questions about the darker aspects of American life 
and Stowe rolls her eyes over the idiocy of the entire gathering. 
Stoked by racist comments from the former Confederate and 
Douglass’ angry protests, the final discussion ends in a full-scale 
riot. Along the way, Piazza lets the bestselling female novelist 
make some cogent points about the value of domestic fiction 
and shows Douglass to be weary of his public role as the repre-
sentative of his race. The intriguing mix of humor and underly-
ing seriousness makes this an engaging change of pace for an 
author better known for his writings on music and New Orleans. 
An overall lack of focus, however, is signaled by occasional 
appearances to no evident purpose of an unnamed conference 
attendee clearly identifiable as Emily Dickinson.

Readable and entertaining, though the scattering of pro-
vocative ideas never quite coheres into a satisfying whole.
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A LINE IN THE SAND 
Powers, Kevin
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780316507127  

A taut thriller linking war crimes, 
politics, and police work.

Powers returns to the subject of war 
and its collateral damage that he first 
studied in The Yellow Birds (2012), an 
acclaimed debut published after his own 

Army service in Iraq. A Shout in the Ruins (2018) followed fallout 
from the Civil War and slavery. In the new book, the pivotal 
character is Arman Bajalan, a refugee from Iraq living in the 
U.S., who worked as an interpreter for the American military in 
Mosul in 2004. He finds a dead man in a suit lying on a Norfolk, 
Virginia, beach. He carries no ID, and the labels are missing 
from his clothes. The police team is led by the oddly named Det. 
Catherine Wheel. A second narrative line concerns journalist 
Sally Ewell, whose brother was killed in Iraq and whose current 
reporting centers on Decision Tree, a private military contrac-
tor on the verge of a $2 billion government deal if it can get past 
a congressional investigation of its roles in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. The two narratives intersect through Bajalan, who filmed a 
massacre of unarmed Iraqi university students by Decision Tree 
operatives. A week later an assassination attempt killed Baja-
lan’s wife and child and had him seeking a U.S. immigrant visa. 
It soon becomes clear that he’s still a target. Powers has a strong 
female character in Det. Wheel—a cool professional mercifully 
free of the dire flaws with which thriller writers tend to baste 
their lead cops. A couple of older civilians familiar with guns 
come in handy when the mercenaries visit. Powers has a clearly 
negative message about military contractors and the business of 
war, starting with the epigraph (“War is a racket...”), but there’s 
a moral ambivalence to the novel’s resolution that should spark 
debate.

Masterful in its structure and pacing; a great read.

THE BRIDE WORE WHITE
Quick, Amanda
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780593337868  

In 1930s California, a psychic hires 
an investigator to help her figure out 
who’s trying to kill her.

Prudence Ryland—that is, Madame 
Ariadne—is a dream interpreter who 
decides to leave San Francisco and 

move to the Los Angeles area to pursue her goal of opening a 
bookstore focused on paranormal literature. Just before she 
can depart, a client shows up determined to murder her. In 
quick succession, she escapes, moves to Southern California, 
becomes a research librarian, and is kidnapped from the stacks 

and framed for murder in a purported sex game gone wrong 
involving an expensive blood-spotted wedding gown, a knife, 
and a very dead heir to a fortune. And then, after her escape 
from this new situation, she’s fired. What follows is her collabo-
ration with consultant Jack Wingate in figuring out what’s going 
on. Sparks fly, and Prudence and Jack end up falling for each 
other. The story focuses mostly on the long burn of the relation-
ship-to-be, complete with smoldering looks and extensive con-
versations about the paranormal and the dividing line between 
intuition and psychic energy as the two seek to unravel the mys-
tery that brought them together. After a very strong, engaging 
start, author Quick slows down the narrative, focusing almost 
entirely on telling the story through the conversations between 
Jack and Prudence and/or the secondary characters: A man with 
mob connections, a private investigator, businesswomen, heirs, 
servants, psychics, and librarians all play their parts. Though a 
bit repetitive, the story seems ready-made for adaptation as a 
play, television series, or movie.

Mystery meets romance meets the paranormal in this 
glossy golden age of Hollywood thriller.

THE RETREAT
Raheem, Zara
Morrow/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9780063035003  

After 10 years of marriage, a woman 
comes to terms with the fact that she will 
not be able to have children and that her 
husband has drifted away from her.

Nadia Abbasi, 35, is a successful 
optometrist with her own practice, and 

her husband, Aman, is a doctor in the Emergency Care unit at a 
nearby hospital. They have seen each other through the estab-
lishment of their careers in the Los Angeles area and numer-
ous miscarriages and failed IVF treatments. But now Aman 
is distracted, always seemingly working, and Nadia knows 
that things are not quite right. She repairs a broken relation-
ship with her once-close sister, Zeba, that suffered when their 
mother died of cancer the previous summer. (Zeba’s status as 
the perfect daughter to their mother, and her marriage and two 
children, are stark reminders to Nadia of all she has not man-
aged to accomplish). The sisters come together to try to figure 
out why Aman has been so distant. The indications that he is 
having an affair grow stronger and stronger as Zeba encourages 
Nadia to fight for her marriage and her love. Author Raheem 
has created a story that seems straightforward yet still contains 
an unexpected twist. Nadia is determined that she will not be 
the abandoned woman her mother was—on her deathbed still 
loving the man who walked away. This is an unexpected story 
that focuses closely on the cultural expectations that face 
Indian Muslim women—even those born and raised in the 
U.S.—that deals with love, secrets, the bonds of family, and the 
emotional pain that can be caused by loved ones. As the author 
writes: “Sometimes things have to come undone in order to be 
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put back together again; it’s in the process of mending that one 
discovers what it means to be whole.”

A gentle yet heart-wrenching exploration of how endings 
can also be seen as beginnings—depending on your point of 
view.

ADVIKA AND THE 
HOLLYWOOD WIVES
Ramisetti, Kirthana
Grand Central Publishing (384 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781538709276  

A down-on-her luck young woman 
meets and quickly marries a famed Hol-
lywood producer even though he’s 41 
years her senior.

Twenty-six-year-old Advika Srinivasan 
has long dreamed of being a screenwriter, but after her twin sister 
dies in an accident, she gives up. Instead of making the movies 
she always imagined, she works for a catering company, tending 
bar at A-list parties. At one of these events she’s approached by 
Julian Zelding, a sexy movie producer who’s just won his fifth 
Oscar. In his late 60s, he’s much older than Advika, but when he 
makes clear his romantic intentions, she finds herself smitten. 
After a whirlwind courtship, the two quickly marry. Still griev-
ing her sister’s death and her parents’ subsequent relocation to 
India, Advika is relieved to have someone who is so commit-
ted to her again. Unfortunately, shortly after they tie the knot, 
Advika begins to discover disconcerting tidbits about Julian’s 
relationships with his three former wives. She wonders if she’s 
made a terrible mistake and whether she’ll ever be able to escape 
him. Told in a close third-person voice, the novel follows Advika 
as she tries to learn more about Julian by examining the lives 
of his exes. Full of details about everything that makes Holly-
wood both magical and frighteningly powerful, the story also 
highlights how much it meant to Advika to see Indian charac-
ters in a film in her youth and how deeply she cares about bring-
ing greater diversity to the industry. The author also creates a 
complex and nuanced character in Julian, whose motivation 
and agenda seem to provoke more questions than answers. At 
times, there is a frustrating lack of clarity as Ramisetti chooses 
to keep from ever explaining certain aspects of Julian’s behavior. 
Conversely, there are times when an abundance of unnecessary 
details interrupts the pace of the narrative. Even so, the under-
lying premise of this unique story is sufficiently beguiling that 
readers will keep turning pages in their hurry to find out how 
it all ends.

Part love story, part thriller, this novel will appeal to fans 
of Hollywood and May-December romance.

FOWL EULOGIES
Rico, Lucie
Trans. by Daria Chernysheva
World Editions (176 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9781642861310  

In this first novel from French author 
Rico, a woman’s life and desires swerve 
wildly after she inherits her mother’s 
chicken farm.

When her mother dies, 36-year-old 
Paule Rojas leaves the city and returns to the farm where she 
was raised. She has inherited 350 chickens. Her mother used to 
run things, handling the killing and sales. Paule, who became 
vegetarian after her mom killed her favorite chicken, realizes 
her memories of her mother “are all connected to violence and 
death.” She kills her mother’s favorite chicken—her mother’s 
last wish—and sells it at the local market, labeled with a beauti-
ful eulogy she wrote herself. It sells. Paule grows fond of life at 
the farm, to her husband’s dismay back in the city. Immersed 
again in a playful, idyllic life with chickens, she writes of them 
then kills them to honor their spirits. The eulogies are closely 
observed, tender, and funny, like much of the novel, but the kill-
ing is also a deep part of Paule’s routine. The second act hinges 
on a supermarket owner who sees big sales potential in the eulo-
gies. And after the locals get violent and someone attacks Paule’s 
farm, she flees to go into business with the supermarket owner. 
Back in the city, she reunites with her husband. Conveniently, 
he’s an architect and designs the urban farm for the new ven-
ture, Paule’s Poultry. They hire writers to mass-produce eulo-
gies for the “urban chicken.” They scale up the business. Sales 
soar. Her husband embraces this odd, magical life with Paule’s 
chickens everywhere, but it’s all happened too easily, and Paula 
discovers multiple betrayals. Rico ends the book with a bang 
and a four-word eulogy from Paule describing her life’s purpose: 

“To write. To kill.”
A quirky, moving novel propelled by love, grief, and 

violence.

BAD SUMMER PEOPLE 
Rosenblum, Emma
Flatiron Books (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 23, 2023
9781250887009  

Not all wealthy, poorly behaved 
White New Yorkers go to the Hamptons 
in the summer. Welcome to Fire Island.

In addition to its famous gay enclaves, 
nature-y, narrow Fire Island sports a few 
towns full of heteronormative fami-

lies with inherited cottages or gorgeous new builds, spending 
the summer playing tennis, drinking cocktails, and observing 
wholesome annual traditions. Kids go to day camp and are oth-
erwise looked after by full-time nannies. Cars are not allowed, 

“A woman’s life and desires swerve wildly after 
she inherits her mother’s chicken farm.”

fowl eulogies
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so everyone owns a bike to ride around the boardwalks that 
serve as pathways. In Salcombe (the B is silent, thank you), said 
boardwalks were raised three feet above the scrub after Hurri-
cane Sandy. Someone could easily bike over the edge and break 
their neck and, indeed, someone does right at the start of the 
book. But who the victim is and whether it was an accident 
remains to be seen. First, meet the cast of unhappy characters: 
Lauren Parker, the “ice queen”; Jason, her cheating husband; 
Sam Weinstein, Jason’s best friend and rival; Jen, his cheating 
wife. A handsome, down-on-his-luck tennis pro and a lonely, 
unmarried gossip round out the Shakespearean ensemble. Trou-
ble is brewing the moment they disembark from the ferry. In 
juicy chapters that alternate viewpoints, it seems at first that 
there are too many regulars to keep track of. But, as the same 
names keep popping up over and over, readers get a sense of 
how claustrophobically small the community is and how, as in 
any small town, everyone is in everyone’s business. Herein is a 
wonderful experience of schadenfreude. These characters are 
so readable and so terrible. They think highly of themselves but 
consistently have the worst impulses, and, as the book wears on, 
it becomes delightfully clear that they are incapable of resisting.

A heck of a beach read.

THE OLD LION
A Novel of Theodore 
Roosevelt
Shaara, Jeff
St. Martin’s (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 16, 2023
9781250279941  

Historical novelist Shaara explores 
the enormously consequential life of 
Theodore Roosevelt through the man’s 
own point of view.

Solid biographies of Roosevelt already exist, of course, but 
fiction is the only vehicle for suggesting what his thoughts might 
have been. This novel races through his career, seemingly trying 
not to miss a single adventure, battle, or victory, even if only in 
passing. TR writes the well-received The Naval War of 1812 and 
later becomes assistant secretary of the Navy. No, wait—he’s 
governor of New York, fighting corruption. But that was yes-
terday, and today he’s leading his men up San Juan Hill. Next 
to him, a fellow Rough Rider says “There’s not a Spanish bullet 
made that can kill me” just before being shot in the mouth. In 
a flash, it would seem, Roosevelt is the Republican candidate 
for vice president. Pages later, President McKinley is shot and 
lingers near death. Suddenly TR realizes, “Good Godfrey. I’ll be 
the president of the United States.” Contemporary writer and 
biographer Hermann Hagedorn interviews him from time to 
time and asks questions about his battles and accomplishments 
that might not otherwise fit in with the storyline. Oh yes, I did 
help settle the coal strike…but don’t ask me about that damn Medal 
of Honor. And the Panama Canal triumph must be squeezed in 
somehow. The author deeply admires his subject, as many peo-
ple do. But Shaara’s tone occasionally drifts toward hagiography. 

Deep in the Brazilian jungle, near the river still called Rio Roo-
sevelt, TR and his son Kermit suffer “open sores and boils” as 
they accompany a scientific expedition, and the locals love him 
for it: “Roosevelt’s illness and agony could not sway their beliefs 
that here, before them, stood a king.” One novel cannot com-
pletely deal with all that Roosevelt packed into the six decades 
of life he predicts for himself. “I know you, Teddy,” says his wife, 
Edith. “You have mountains to climb, and no one can stop you.” 
Indeed, nothing stops him but his heart.

A glowing tribute to a Rushmore-worthy president. The 
Old Lion himself would have called it “dee-lightful!”

PIECES OF BLUE
Sloan, Holly Goldberg
Flatiron Books (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781250847300  

What starts as a typical self-empow-
erment novel about a family attempting 
to start a new life in Hawaii after tragedy 
takes some unexpected noirish turns 
midway through.

Two years after her husband Paul’s 
drowning in Oregon, Welsh-born Lindsey Hill moves with her 
three children to Hawaii, where she’s purchased a motel—sight 
unseen—with life insurance money that’s finally been paid out 
after Paul’s surfing death was ruled accidental. Still grieving 
Paul, Lindsey is also contending with the chaos his financial fail-
ures caused in the months before he died. Sloan writes about 
the entire family with energy, insight, and humor (like the physi-
cal comedy surrounding the aged Crown Victoria that Lindsey 
rents the first day, crashes before exiting the rental agency’s 
parking lot, and ends up buying). Of course the Mau Loa Motel 
turns out to be beautiful but more run-down than Lindsey 
expected; of course she is emotionally numb until a handsome 
stranger shows up and helps with repairs while stirring her 
heartstrings; of course 14-year-old Olivia has trouble adjust-
ing to high school until she meets a boy and his brother, while 
7-year-old animal lover Sena is uber-precocious and 12-year-old 
Carlos is a sensitive pleaser who covers his own pain while pro-
tecting the others. Slowly they start recovering in all the con-
ventional ways before Sloan shifts gears to include elements of 
crime fiction. Unfortunately, the plotting, while less predictable 
than a standard domestic dramedy, becomes more stilted as the 
male characters, who never quite gel, take prominent roles. It 
turns out that the men in Lindsey’s life have not always been 
what they seem, a truth her children figure out before she does. 
A raging storm bearing down on the motel with everyone inside 
becomes the novel’s piece de resistance and raises the stakes for 
everyone involved, including readers, before a disappointingly 
easy denouement.

An often enjoyable but uneven mix of romance, domestic-
ity, and action.
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SYMPHONY OF 
SECRETS 
Slocumb, Brendan
Anchor (448 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 18, 2023
9780593315446  

A scholar discovers his favorite com-
poser’s secret in this page-turning thriller.

When Bern Hendricks, a musicology 
professor at the University of Virginia, 
is contacted by the Delaney Founda-

tion, he’s shocked—the organization, dedicated to the legacy 
of Frederic Delaney, the man Bern considers “the hands-down 
best composer…in the entire world,” is a worldwide phenom-
enon, with “its name and logo as recognizable as Walt Disney’s.” 
Bern is even more floored when it turns out the group has dis-
covered the manuscript of RED, a long-lost Delaney opera, and 
wants him to prepare it for performance. Bern enlists the help 
of his friend Eboni, a computer scientist who’s worked on musi-
cal analysis of Delaney’s other operas. Bern discovers a mysteri-
ous notation in the copy of RED, which puts him and Eboni on 
the track of a Black woman named Josephine Reed who knew 
Delaney, but they can’t quite figure out what the relationship 
entailed—until they do and begin to realize that Delaney, who 
died of suicide in 1936, might not have been the genius Bern 
thought he was. The Delaney Foundation is, of course, none 
too pleased with their discovery. Slocumb’s narrative alternates 
between the present day and the early 20th century, and his 
transitions are seamless. The dialogue in the novel, particularly 
between Bern and Eboni, sparkles, and the author does a bril-
liant job building suspense. Slocumb’s debut, The Violin Con-
spiracy (2022), was solid, but he seems to be having much more 
fun with this one, writing with a refreshing looseness and well-
earned confidence. This is a superb novel that will appeal to any 
thriller fan, not just readers with an ear for classical music.

Sophomore novels don’t get much better than this.

THE OVERNIGHTS
Smith, Ian K.
Amistad/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 30, 2023
9780063253711  

Hired to protect superstar Chi-
cago news anchor Morgan Shaw, who 
says someone is trying to kill her, Black 
cop-turned–PI Ashe Cayne is drawn 
into investigating a police shooting that 
might be related.

A vision of perfection—“her eyes were a radiant topaz 
against flawless skin the color of warm cocoa butter”—Morgan 
seemingly has it all. Fabulously wealthy, she is “all but deified” 
by her legions of fans. But she has been feeling the heat from 
a rising young evening anchor at another station: the blond 
and beautiful Alicia Roscati. Desperate for news she can break 

to boost her dominance in the ratings, Morgan makes up the 
story about being stalked as a way to meet Cayne and persuade 
him to uncover the truth about the apparent execution of a 
young Black man by an undercover cop. In due course, Alicia 
dies a mysterious death; Cayne figures out that there’s more to 
Morgan’s supposedly kaput, kinky affair with married Illinois 
Senate Majority Leader Reinhardt Schmidt than she’s letting 
on; and the wisecracking Ashe and his muscle-bound sideman, 
Mechanic, are attacked by Schmidt’s henchmen. Celebrity TV 
doctor Smith’s third Cayne novel, following Wolf Point (2021), 
has the makings of a good and timely mystery. But the author 
becomes too easily distracted with gratuitous plot elements, 
including the return of the jilted Ashe’s ex-fiancee. And for a 
Chicagoan who makes so much of the city’s settings and milieu, 
Smith gets a lot wrong, including the fantastical notion of an 
Oprah-like anchor in the Windy City, where there hasn’t been 
anything resembling a star newscaster in many years. Those 
who know Chicago may find his odd practice of twisting the 
names of real-life celebrities—activist priest Michael Pfleger 
becomes Father Flagger, veteran anchorwoman Allison Rosati 
becomes Alicia Roscati—annoying. Thankfully, Bill Murray 
remains Bill Murray.

A scattered and implausible thriller.

THE EDEN TEST 
Sternbergh, Adam
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-1-250-85566-4  

A troubled marriage undergoes a 
stringent series of tests in the boondocks, 
dislodging secrets and upending expecta-
tions, including those of the reader, in 
this wry, sly chiller.

Craig and Daisy have been married 
for two years and, on the surface anyway, are living the dream: a 
Brooklyn home, steady work in the creative sector, and enough 
income to leave the city for a weeklong anniversary getaway in 
upstate New York, organized by Daisy as a surprise for Craig. 
But the title of this wickedly inventive, briskly paced psycho-
logical thriller is enough to suggest trouble in paradise. Sure 
enough, Craig has been planning to slink away the day after their 
anniversary for a separate getaway to Cabo San Lucas with his 
mistress, Lilith. The “Eden Test” is also the name of a series of 
questions waiting in the cabin, to be posed from one partner to 
another over the course of seven days, to test the strength of 
their marriage. The first question is “Would you change for me?” 
(As you can probably guess, they get harder each day.) Craig is, 
to say the least, not amused that Daisy has dropped this game 
on him, and at first, he’s even more determined to leave for 
Mexico. Eventually, Craig decides to stay after all just as things 
around the couple, notably the people living in the town near-
est the cabin, get weirder. Some of the locals use the portman-
teau citiots to characterize “city idiots” from Gotham like Craig 
and Daisy. Some pop into their space unexpectedly, including 
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a hunter wearing a blaze orange cap whose “arms and shirt are 
smeared with slick and shiny blood.” Even the therapist couple 
who came up with the test questions show up, as does a mys-
terious “protector” named Shep who turns out to be somehow 
connected to one of the secrets Daisy’s been keeping. In darkly 
funny domestic gothics like this, false leads, red herrings, and 
jolting change-ups are part of the narrative decor. And Stern-
bergh—author of The Blinds (2017), etc.—shows he’s gotten 
even better at evoking bizarre behavior in seemingly normal 
environs and keeping his readers in the dark just long enough to 
make them jump when the lights, so to speak, come up.

This crafty storyline hooks you from the start. All you 
need to do is hang on for a wild ride.

DEAR CHRYSANTHEMUMS
Sze-Lorrain, Fiona
Scribner (160 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9781668012987  

This novel in stories illuminates 
Asian women’s resilience across decades 
of personal, political, and economic 
upheaval.

“Chrysanthemums bloom early in the 
autumn,” the narrator remarks. “Noble 

flowers in Japan, they flourish under short days and long nights. 
Their petals bear a resemblance to the sun’s rays.” Taking place 
during years ending with six, “a divine number...[which] means 
a smooth life, a perfect path,” the book tells a series of intimate 
stories spanning the years 1946 to 2016, taking place in Paris, 
New York, Shanghai, Singapore, and Beijing. Among Sze-Lor-
rain’s exquisitely rendered characters are Madame Chiang Kai-
shek’s personal cook; a former dancer who, during the Cultural 
Revolution, must live in a Shanghai apartment building where 
she witnesses her neighbors routinely depart in coffins; and a 
Juilliard-trained pianist who is plunged into encounters with 
her past when, in 1996, a piano is mysteriously delivered to her 
new apartment in Paris. The women’s stories weave together in 
understated and inventive ways, much like a recurring motif in 
a musical composition, which comes as no surprise given the 
author’s background as a poet and zheng harpist. Sze-Lorrain 
excels in the lyrical mode as her attention to sensory observa-
tion illustrates how seemingly minor details such as the play of 
light from a shattered stained-glass window or the geometrically 
interlocking joints in a table can become microcosmic worlds if 
one knows how to look. Weaving these details together with an 
orchestral sensibility, the novel serves as a multilayered medi-
tation on intergenerational trauma, memory, and resilience. 
Although this novel feels complete, one has the sense that Sze-
Lorrain has many more stories to tell.

By turns delicate and wild, this novel will linger like a chry-
santhemum’s fragrance long after the last page.

VENISS UNDERGROUND
VanderMeer, Jeff
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 11, 2023
9780374610357  

A new edition of VanderMeer’s first 
novel, which set a template for much 
speculative strangeness to come.

Today VanderMeer is celebrated 
for twisting and stretching the familiar 

tropes of science fiction in taffylike ways and at epic scale, most 
famously in his Southern Reach trilogy. His debut novel, first 
published in 2003, is more compressed but blurs themes and 
styles in familiar VanderMeer-ian ways, combining cyberpunk, 
horror, noir, and myth while remaining remarkably cohesive. At 
the story’s center is Shadrach Begolem, who is on a mission to 
rescue his beloved, Nicola, who’s been kidnapped by Quin, a 
malevolent and powerful figure. Deep in the underground lay-
ers beneath the city of Veniss, Quin maintains a compound 
of humanity held in a “live storage” organ bank. The mood is 
dystopic when it’s not actively stomach-churning; aboveground, 
fish are “three-eyed and so scaly as to be coated in armor,” and 
belowground, “children were plucking the eyeballs out [of dis-
carded donors] as if searching for shells on the beach.” Accom-
panying Shadrach on this crusade is a meerkat (or, rather the 
disembodied head of one), the creature of choice for cyborg 
assistance in this milieu. Yet for all the grotesque, uncanny 
strangeness that VanderMeer conjures up, he doesn’t lose 
sight of the love story at its center, playing with the themes of 
Orpheus descending to Hades to rescue his beloved Euridyce. 
And though later novels are more user-friendly, his audacity 
here is appealing; as VanderMeer himself rightly puts it in an 
afterword, the book is “a mutt, a mongrel, but, to me, oddly 
beautiful nonetheless.” Also included are a praise-filled intro-
duction by science-fiction writer Charles Yu and a short story 
set in the same universe: “Balzac’s War.”

A worthy start to an innovative writer’s career.

LATE BLOOMERS
Varadarajan, Deepa
Random House (368 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9780593498026  

The Ramans were your typical Indian 
American family. Dad’s a computer guy 
at Central Texas State University, Mom 
made sure the house was immaculate, 
the family well fed. Their son is an Ivy 
League lawyer in New York, their daugh-

ter a medieval history professor in Austin. But then, a year ago, 
Lata very untypically left her husband of 30-odd years, and now 
the ripples are starting to look more like a tsunami.

Meet Suresh. He took early retirement last year and now 
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rattles around the family home in Clayborn. With Lata gone, he 
lives off frozen burritos and omelets. Taking care of the yard 
was another Lata job, one he handles more successfully, find-
ing he likes getting his hands dirty. But his real pastime is dat-
ing. He Googles “Indian internet dating” one day and can’t 
stop searching. When he meets Mallika, he thinks he may have 
found his first second date. Across town, Lata’s living in a condo, 
working at the university’s music library, and faring better. She’s 
got a new friend, Deanna, the pierced and tattooed Ph.D. stu-
dent she works with, and even a love interest, Len Greenberg, a 
jazz professor who brings her CDs. Now, at 57, Lata’s about to 
go on her very first first date. Daughter Priya is 35 and single, 
which in Raman world is not ideal, but worse: She’s seeing a 
married man, and she smokes. Even No. 1 son Nikesh is show-
ing some cracks in his picture-perfect life: Glossy high-powered 

“wife” Denise refuses to celebrate their son’s first birthday with 
Nikesh’s parents unless he comes clean that they are actually 
not married. Varadarajan’s novel gives all four full voice to tell 
their stories. The parents’ come with affectionate Indianisms 
(when Deanna tells Lata about her own family troubles, Lata 

“[makes] a mental note to bring her a large Tupperware of lemon 
rice”); the kids’ with sharp takes on same (Priya explains that 
resenting an Indian mother’s love of a son was “like resenting 
the orbit of the moon”). Varadarajan has written her characters 
with intelligence and compassion, imbuing them with complex-
ity; each narrative mirrors, refracts, refutes, and informs the 
others in what’s ultimately a tender exploration of family pat-
terns, choices, regrets, and the possibility for change.

Warm, hopeful, often charming. The Ramans are an idio-
syncratic oasis in the world of literary unhappy families.

RETROSPECTIVE
Vásquez, Juan Gabriel
Trans. by Anne McLean
Riverhead (448 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 9, 2023
9780593539613  

An acclaimed director looks back on 
an adolescence shaped by Maoism and 
guerrilla warfare.

Vásquez’s new novel is based on the 
real-life Colombian filmmaker Sergio 

Cabrera, who, as the story opens, is thrust into the past for a 
host of reasons. He’s presiding over a retrospective of his mov-
ies in Barcelona, which his ancestors fled to escape the Span-
ish Civil War; he’s attempting to reconnect with his son and his 
shaky marriage; and, most disruptive of all, he’s received word 
that his father has died back in Bogotá. Practically by force, 
Sergio’s mind casts back to his parents’ lives as theater and TV 
figures in Colombia and the family’s eventual move to Peking 
(as it was then known), where they embrace Maoism even while 
witnessing the violence of the Cultural Revolution. In the late 
1960s, Sergio and his sister, Marianella, return to Colombia and 
participate in the Communist guerrilla movement there. With 
increasing frequency, the siblings become disillusioned with the 

rigidity and hypocrisy of the Communist leaders they encounter 
and are both psychologically and physically wounded by it. Still, 
Vásquez’s portrait of Sergio—based on more than 30 hours of 
interviews with Cabrera, according to an author’s note—isn’t 
simply a critique of authoritarian doctrine. Rather, the story is 
a more tender bildungsroman about the ways that heartbreak 
and political disillusionment intertwine to form our personali-
ties; Sergio’s ideological development is braided with scenes of 
young romance and his growing enchantment with filmmaking. 
The book bears some of the stiffness of heavy research, at times 
reading more like a biography than a novel, complete with fam-
ily photos. But it’s a strong entry in the author’s careerlong 
exploration of the ways the political winds can change an art-
ist’s fortunes.

A sharp study of the perils of ideology in collision with art.

DULCINEA
Veciana-Suarez, Ana
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 2, 2023
9798200813414  

A feminist reclamation of Don Quix-
ote’s Dulcinea that explores what hap-
pens when the woman who inspired the 
character is able to confront the writer.

Dolça Llull Prat is the daughter of 
a wealthy merchant. She’s confident, 
enjoys reading and painting, and, as her 

father says, “her curiosity is matched only by her impetuos-
ity, and both are as long as a sennight of ceaseless rain.” She 
is multidimensional, unlike Don Quixote’s Dulcinea. The book 
opens with the arrival of distant relative Miguel de Cerbantes 
de Cortinas at Dolça’s family home in Barcelona. Upon meet-
ing, Dolça and Miguel are immediately attracted to one another, 
and they begin a secret romance. Dolça prefers to read and 
speak in Catalan, so she calls him Miquel, because, she says, 

“that’s what it is in my tongue.” The plot and setting are firmly 
anchored with excellent historical details, and author Veciana-
Suarez takes particular care to ensure the prominent languages 
in Spain at the time are well represented. Miquel the “poet-sol-
dier” is not a man of Dolça’s status, so her parents disapprove of 
him—but this doesn’t dissuade Dolça. Miquel visits and writes 
often, until he abruptly stops. In his absence, Dolça’s parents 
arrange a marriage to Françesc d’Oms Calders, who they feel 
can provide the life to which she’s accustomed. Before the wed-
ding takes place, however, Dolça receives news that Miquel was 
taken hostage, which explains his disappearance. She feels con-
flicted but goes ahead with the marriage anyway. When Miquel 
is released, they continue their affair despite the fact that she’s 
married. Years later, Miquel, who writes under the name Miguel 
de Cervantes Saavedra, publishes El Quixote, which includes 
a character named Dulcinea. The character’s description is 
unflattering, and the closeness to her name causes rumors about 
his and Dolça’s relationship to flourish. Dolça feels betrayed. 
Dulcinea, “the hidalgo’s muse,” inspires everything the title 
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character does, which Miquel feels is a compliment. Chapters 
alternate between Dolça’s page-turning memories in the late 
1500s, following her romance with Miquel and their falling-out, 
with more slowly moving chapters set in the early 1600s as she 
travels to see him one last time.

A well-researched and compelling homage to Cervantes’ 
Dulcinea.

COUSINS 
Venturini, Aurora
Trans. by Kit Maude
Soft Skull Press (208 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 16, 2023
9781593767297  

What to do when the grotesque is 
the norm in your family, your surround-
ings, your life? Make art out of it.

An enigmatic young Argentinian 
woman with a quirky command of lan-

guage, Yuna Riglos narrates Venturini’s bizarre and mordant 
tale of misogyny and misunderstanding. She and her sister, 
Betina, are being raised by a strict schoolteacher mother whose 
husband left the household years earlier. Yuna and Betina are 
both considered disabled, although Yuna’s difficulties are more 
subtle and fluid than her sister’s multiple physical and emo-
tional disabilities (some of which lead to unfortunate physical 
manifestations). Yuna’s aunt—her mother’s sister, Nené—has 
two girls as well, one of whom was born with a type of dwarf-
ism. Yuna’s challenges (beyond those presented by her distress-
ing environment) involve a lack of facility with language; for 
example, punctuation exhausts her, and she consults a diction-
ary constantly (with sometimes-comedic results) in order to 
record her thoughts on the events of her life. The only factor 
in Yuna’s favor is her extraordinary talent as a painter, which 
allows her to convey the brutal realities of life around her and 
also rid herself of the “mess” in her head. Yuna and her cousins 
suffer a variety of assaults, crimes, and indignities at the hands 
and genitals of the men in their orbit, with varying degrees of 
damage done. Yuna’s instinctive and underinformed efforts to 
create a more tolerable life for herself result in what may be con-
sidered growth but might not be considered success. Venturini 
was 85 years old and had produced more than 40 novels by the 
time she won an Argentinian literary prize for this work in 2007. 
It’s now been translated from Spanish to English, for the first 
time, by Maude. 

A brutal, visceral, and vivid story told in an unforgettable 
voice.

THE BLUE IS WHERE 
GOD LIVES
Washington, Sharon Sochil
Overlook (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781419767104  

An intergenerational examination 
of trauma, legacy, magic, and memory in 
the Black American experience.

This novel opens with an appall-
ing act. Tsitra, a young mother living in 

Detroit, is hacked to death by her infant son’s grandmother 
in a misguided attempt to provoke radical change. Thousands 
of miles away, in Texas, the pain of losing her daughter puts 
Tsitra’s mother, Blue, into a kind of suspended animation for 
18 months. When she emerges, she travels to The Ranch—“a 
little-known silent retreat center in the Texas desert run by a 
Catholic order”—hoping to find some enlightenment. Instead, 
she arrives at a “zero-point energy field,” a place of tremendous 
power designed by her shape-shifting ancestor, Amanda, to 
facilitate Blue’s rebirth and the cleansing of the family line from 
the wasting curse of poverty. As Blue’s seven-day stay at The 
Ranch progresses, her narrative is spliced with the story of her 
lineage as it runs through the brutal legacies of American slav-
ery—her mother, who was raised in pitiless cycles of abuse; her 
father, who escaped a Mississippi lynch mob; her grandmother 
Amanda, whose magic powers descend from her own enslaved 
mother. Meanwhile, another tale unspools involving the power-
ful Amanda and the haughty Creole woman Ismay, who meet 
in 1848 and seek to understand the legacy of race for both their 
ancestors and progeny through a complicated equation of time 
travel and magical identity theft. Though this summary is daunt-
ingly complex, it’s only a sample of this ambitious novel’s many 
convolutions. The central theme of the book is the devastating 
impact wrought upon a people who have been stripped of their 
cultural history—“The worst thing that slavery did for [its] vic-
tims...was the rewrite of their story,” Amanda says. “Slavehold-
ers only passed down stories of misery, ineptitude, and failure. 
This erasure wrecked us.” This message could not come at a 
more pertinent time in the U.S., where the forced erasure of 
Black history and identity is once again seen as an acceptable 
strategy in governance. Unfortunately, in spite of its laudable 
intentions, the novel combines an unwieldy plot with a marked 
tendency to rely on exposition that, even in the mouths of well-
realized characters, sounds more like an academic lecture than 
dialogue any character—even an all-knowing one—would utter.

Ambitious and thematically important, if convoluted.
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GHOST GIRL, BANANA 
Wharton, Wiz
HarperVia (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780063239746  

Londoner Lily Chen descends into 
the maze of 1990s Hong Kong to piece 
together her late mother’s secret past in 
this slow-burning mystery.

Some people learn about their family 
histories through photo albums and bed-

time stories. Twenty-five-year-old Lily Miller, formerly Li-Li 
Chen, receives a letter in the mail at her London home inform-
ing her of a large inheritance from a stranger that has some con-
nection to her late mother, Sook-Yin Chen. Still recovering from 
a suicide attempt she made while studying at Cambridge, Lily 
finds herself jolted out of her passive routine—volunteering and 
therapy—and takes off for the labyrinthine metropolis of Hong 
Kong two months before the 1997 handover from the U.K. to 
China. In alternating chapters we learn that, back in 1966, Sook-
Yin was sent by her family from Kowloon to London to train as 
a nurse. The journey was less a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
than a semipermanent exile ending with her death in a suspi-
cious “road accident.” In a series of gut-wrenching conversa-
tions, Lily discovers the price that Sook-Yin paid for surviving in 
her new environment: By choosing to “give up her culture” and 
become “a banana,” she lost the respect of her loved ones back 
home. Treading sure-footedly on uneven terrain, author Whar-
ton unpacks chauvinist attitudes about race and nationality 
from the perspectives of both the colonized and the colonizers, 
painting, through bitter twists and turns, a picture of diasporic 
people whose origins are their most valuable MacGuffins. Two 
complex histories are nested within one another, a testament 
to the mutually inextricable struggles of a mother and daughter 
who, in life, pass each other like two ships in the night.

Brimming with cinematic tension, this novel offers rela-
tionships and revelations more precious than a 500,000 pound 
inheritance.

ADELAIDE 
Wheeler, Genevieve
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781250280848  

A young woman searches for love but 
ends up finding it in the wrong person.

When Adelaide Williams met Rory 
Hughes, her life split in two. Before, she 
was an American grad student living a 
dreamy existence in London. She went 

dancing with her friends Madison and Celeste, hooked up 
with strangers in bars, and aspired to land a job in publishing. 
Adelaide was finally overcoming her fear of relationships after 
a high school experience with emotional and sexual abuse and 

had hoped that she would be deserving of a happy ending. She’d 
first met Rory, briefly, two years ago at an outdoor pub, where 
she, drunk and barefoot, told him he looked like a Disney prince, 
and then she met him again on a dating app. After that, all she 
wanted was him: “Adelaide had not fallen in love slowly, or care-
fully, or with intention. She had fallen in love the same way one 
slips at the grocery store, despite the CAUTION: WET signs 
lining any given aisle—quickly, accidentally, and fully aware of 
the mess into which she was getting herself.” As she falls harder 
for Rory, it becomes apparent that he’s not only emotionally 
unavailable, but clearly hung up on his former partner of six 
years, Nathalie. When an unexpected tragedy strikes, Adelaide 
is determined to be whatever Rory needs, but what if she has 
already given all of herself away? Wheeler’s debut is searingly 
raw, and at times, Adelaide’s heartbreak and desperation are dif-
ficult to read. Her whole soul is poured out onto the pages, and 
you’ll find it hard not to feel your own heart crack and stomach 
turn as Adelaide tries without avail to win the love of someone 
who simply can’t give it. Wheeler deftly relates Adelaide’s jour-
ney of unbending friendship, grief, and passion, and for many 
readers, her tale will strike a resonant chord.

Vulnerable, tender, and impossible to put down.

WE ARE A HAUNTING
White, Tyriek
Astra House (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  April 25, 2023
9781662601712  

A hyperkinetic, sometimes-moving 
debut novel about three generations of a 
Black family in New York City, spanning 
the last four decades.

Key is a doula in 1980s Brooklyn, and, 
like her mother, Audrey, she has the abil-

ity to communicate with those who’ve departed this realm. For 
these women, the barrier between the living and the dead is not 
an unbridgeable gulf but a membrane that can be permeated. 
Their gift is treated less as supernatural (with that term’s impli-
cation of weirdness and the occult) than as hypernatural; it’s an 
exquisite sensitivity born of rapport, one that’s familiar rather 
than strange. Key’s untimely death leaves her mother in limbo, 
with the looming threat of losing the public-housing apartment 
they’ve shared. And it leaves her loving son, Colly, bereft, but 
before long he’ll come into the family inheritance—and thus 
get to engage his mother’s voice, over the rest of the novel, in 
the ways he’ll need to as he grows up, leaves New York for col-
lege and a bit of time after, and then is summoned back by the 
ties that bind him not only to family, but to the larger commu-
nity of Black, working-class East New York. The book covers a 
lot of ground, and it can seem at times diffuse or indulgent, but 
for the most part its wide-ranging, multivocal, quick-shifting 
style—which incorporates frequent allusions to literature and 
visual art, brand names and the neighborhood prestige attached 
to them, and a mixtape element—serves admirably to empha-
size the book’s ambition, which is to capture and to celebrate 

“Londoner Lily Chen descends into the maze of 1990s Hong 
Kong to piece together her late mother’s secret past.”
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not just these characters, this family, but the community and 
the city they emerge from, serve, and love.

An intelligent, gritty, discursive group portrait of working-
class New York from the 1980s to now.

m y s t e r y

PAPER CUTS
Adams, Ellery
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 25, 2023
9781496726476  

A bookstore owner is framed for 
murder.

Nora Pennington, who owns Miracle 
Books in Miracle Springs, North Caro-
lina, has a supportive circle of friends 
calling themselves The Secret, Book, 

and Scone Society. Her relationship with Sheriff Grant McCabe 
provides both strength and complications when she has a run-
in with Kelly Walsh, her ex-husband Lawrence’s second wife. 
When Nora and her friends visit a new cafe in town, they meet 
owners Kirk and Val Walsh, who have an odd reaction to her, 
perhaps because of the burn scars she got in a car accident 
that still haunts her. But it turns out that they recognize her 
as Lawrence’s first wife; his current wife, Kelly, is Kirk’s sister, 
and they’ve come to town to help her since she’s dying of can-
cer. Kelly has a son, Tucker, who’s neurodivergent. When Nora 
discovers that Kelly was the pregnant other woman she briefly 
met before she left Lawrence and that Tucker is Lawrence’s son, 
she loses it, pushing Kelly aside just to get away. When Kelly 
is found dead of asphyxiation shortly afterward, Nora’s friends 
insist that she get a lawyer, since her relationship with the sher-
iff puts both of them in a tough position, and a new deputy 
assumes that Nora is guilty. Nora and her sleuthing friends learn 
that Lawrence has acquired other wives, another child, and a 
string of lovers while building his wealth through questionable 
business practices. Now he shows up in town because he wants 
to build a casino nearby. Kirk’s request that Nora evaluate some 
books that Tucker’s grandmother has left him adds still more 
complications when they turn out to be worth a small fortune. 
Through it all, Nora remains on the hook, and her continuing 
investigations put her in the sights of both the law and the killer.

Red herrings abound along with plenty of tips on choosing 
books.

NONNA MARIA AND THE 
CASE OF THE STOLEN 
NECKLACE
Carcaterra, Lorenzo
Bantam (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780593499184  

In her second outing, the aged Ital-
ian crime solver known as Nonna Maria 
investigates the theft of a necklace 
from a hotel room and the murder of an 

unidentified woman.
A sequel to Nonna Maria and the Case of the Missing Bride 

(2022), the novel is set on the sun-drenched, tourist-friendly 
island of Ischia, an hour’s ferry ride from Naples. Nonna Maria, 
a widow in her 70s, is known far and wide as a person to go to 
in times of trouble—and a kindly soul who will bring a batch 
of home-cooked food if she comes to you. Straight-talking and 
proudly self-sufficient (she’ll never accept a ride when she can 
walk), the amateur detective is suspicious from the start about 
a woman’s claim that a valuable necklace of hers was stolen—
mainly because the woman has accused the hotel maid, Nonna 
Maria’s upstanding goddaughter, of the theft. Of graver con-
cern is the death of a woman whose body was found alongside a 
road without any identifying documents. Nonna Maria quickly 
determines that the woman had recently returned to the island 
after many years, that she had family ties there—and that she 
had been killed. But figuring out who did the deed and why 
proves elusive. Known for gritty urban crime novels such as 
Sleepers (1995) and Street Boys (2002), Carcaterra seems to have 
fun writing about his native Italy, and readers will have just as 
much fun with this new series. The essence of cozy with its low-
key charm, clever plotting, and disarming storytelling, the book 
is also sharp and subtle. Great details abound, including Nonna 
Maria’s refusal to drink espresso poured from any pot but her 
own—her first gift from her late husband.

A winning mystery that promises a long run for the Nonna 
Maria series.

MIDSUMMER MYSTERIES
Tales From the Queen of 
Mystery
Christie, Agatha
Morrow/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 9, 2023
9780063310957  

Another unnecessary but rewarding 
collection of 12 stories culled from the 
archives of the Queen of Crime.

The least familiar item is the brief 
introduction, an excerpt from Christie’s autobiography 
describing her shock and sorrow when a well-meaning guide in 
the Pyrenees pinned a live butterfly to her hat. The stories that 
follow, all reprinted in earlier collections, feature her leading 
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sleuths and then some. Miss Jane Marple plays armchair detec-
tive in the clever “The Blood-Stained Pavement” and “The Idol 
House of Astarte,” which is clearly meant to be creepier than it 
really is. Mr. Parker Pyne solves a poisoning in “Death on the 
Nile,” a story that shares only its setting with Christie’s novel, 
and a kidnapping in “The Oracle at Delphi,” which closes with 
a decided snap. Tommy and Tuppence unexpectedly find them-
selves in a Bulldog Drummond parody in the silly “The Adven-
ture of the Sinister Stranger.” Elderly Mr. Satterthwaite meets 
spectral Harley Quin in “Harlequin’s Lane,” which shows Chris-
tie’s impatience with the whodunit formula and the limitations 
of her attempts to break out of it. The ingenious “The Rajah’s 
Emerald” and the amusing, improbable “Jane in Search of a Job” 
get along without any franchise detectives. The star, of course, 
is Hercule Poirot, who ebulliently solves “The Double Clue,” 

“The Adventure of the Italian Nobleman,” “The Disappearance 
of Mr. Davenheim,” and the longest tale here, “The Incredible 
Theft,” all of which showcase Christie’s underappreciated tal-
ent for enlivening the second movements of her stories—the 
questioning of suspects—with teasing undercurrents of suspi-
cion and misdirection. Fans will charitably overlook the appear-
ance of too many fake detectives.

Creaky, tasty bonbons from the golden age.

THE DIVA DELIVERS ON 
A PROMISE
Davis, Krista
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 23, 2023
9781496732798  

When a widow is suspected of mur-
der, her party-organizer friend taps con-
nections in the local food scene to find 
out who-really-dunit.

Event planner Sophie Winston is so 
totally tuned into food trends that she’s the perfect organizer 
for the first convention of the Association of Ghost Kitchens, 
delivery-only restaurants without storefronts that are all the 
rage in Old Town, Virginia. Sophie loves a good mystery, and 
ghost kitchens almost feel like that, because no one can be sure 
who made the food, except for maybe the person delivering it. 
It’s a far cry from more formal events that Sophie is involved 
with, like the annual luncheon of A Healthy Meal, a volunteer 
group meeting at Geraldine Stansfield’s perfectly made-up 
house. Recent widow Gerrie has somehow thrown together 
the formal event despite her mourning, and everything looks 
perfect, from the refreshing mocktails to the just-so tables-
cape. But a scream interrupts the gathering when a dead man 
is found in the house. Sophie immediately goes into investiga-
tor mode about the late Russ Everett’s life and legacy, especially 
because she has a close connection to Officer Wong. In spite 
of Sophie’s knack for investigating, it seems that there’s little 
to learn—unless of course all the potential suspects are lying 
about what they do or don’t know. As rumors circulate that Ger-
rie might have had a hand in the demise, Sophie can’t help but 

help. It’s almost the opposite of how she feels about the fraud at 
her friend Natasha’s newly-started cookie business, with brash 
Natasha demanding help in the most unsympathetic way.

More rewarding for its ongoing antics and recipes than its 
invocation of a world that seems a trifle out of touch.

FOUR PARTIES AND 
A FUNERAL
DiRico, Maria
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9781496739704  

An event planner’s busy schedule 
must make room for murder.

Mia Carina should be over the moon. 
Her relationship with model Shane 
Gambrazzo is burning so hot that it’s not 

beyond belief that a proposal is in the offing. Belle View Ban-
quet Manor, her family’s catering business, is doing so well that 
her father, Ravello, can finally claim to be the legitimate busi-
nessman he’s always promised her he’d become. And now Giles 
St. James Productions wants to use Belle View to film segments 
of The Dons of Ditmars Boulevard, a new reality show. As if riding 
herd on a bunch of feisty dons and donettes in their mid-20s 
weren’t challenge enough for Mia, she’s soon placed in charge 
of the multitude of events surrounding her cousin Jamie’s 
upcoming wedding to Madison Wythe, whose Connecticut 
relatives’ belief that crackers and cheese constitute adequate 
refreshments for an engagement party leaves Mia’s Queens/
Long Island family scandalized and famished. Of course, a good 
planner is never too busy for murder, and Mia gets her chance 
to investigate when Giles St. James himself turns up dead in the 
changing room while shooting a pool-themed segment of Dons 
of Ditmars. She focuses on finding the perp to prevent Little 
Donny Boldano, another of her cousins, from being charged 
with St. James’ murder. All this keeps Mia from dealing with 
the youthful indiscretion that prevents Shane from popping the 
question. In keeping with the Carina-Boldano clan’s credo that 
more is more, DiRico piles it on so thick and fast that readers 
can’t help loving it.

Molto mayhem.

DEATH BY ICED COFFEE
Erickson, Alex
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9781496736673  

A woman with an overwhelming 
need to know things finds herself inves-
tigating yet another murder.

Krissy Hancock co-owns Pine Hills, 
Ohio’s Death by Coffee bookstore and 
cafe; dates police officer Paul Dalton, 
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the police chief ’s son; and is always in trouble with Det. John 
Buchannan, Paul’s colleague. The steaming hot summer weather 
in Pine Hills isn’t the best for a marathon—the town’s first—but 
Krissy is determined to run even though she’s no athlete. Since 
tempers are already flaring, it’s not surprising when Krissy wit-
nesses a heated conversation between Glen Moreau, who’s 
unhappy with the hilly route, and race organizer Rod Maxwell. 
It is a surprise when she sees Johan, her friend Rita’s boyfriend, 
sneak off with another woman, and an even bigger surprise 
when Glen is found strangled along the race route. Worried 
about Rita’s romance and ever curious, Krissy ignores Paul’s 
warnings and starts some sleuthing of her own. Even a bad case 
of sunstroke can’t keep her down. Krissy learns that Glen was a 
hot-tempered guy with a reputation as a womanizer and a shady 
businessman. A conversation she overhears gives her some new 
clues to follow, but she feels guilty about keeping her knowl-
edge of Johan’s possible involvement from Paul. When she gets 
a threatening note, she knows she’s on the right track—if only 
she can live long enough to put the pieces together.

Plenty of quirky characters and misleading clues keep the 
story moving.

A WEALTH OF DECEPTION
Esden, Trish
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781639102549  

A dealer in antiques and fine art 
uncovers a scam that marks her for death.

Edie Brown is struggling to prop up 
her family business after her mother was 
jailed for art forgery and Edie put on 
probation. Still struggling financially, she 

makes a potentially lucrative discovery. While picking through 
items for Anna Gorin, who’s looking for advice about the best 
pieces to offer in her yard sale, Edie and her uncle, Angus Tuck-
erman, discover a large collage that looks like the work of the 
famous artist Vespa. Vespa, rumored to be an elderly recluse, is 
a Grandma Moses type whose work is brutally realistic. Anna 
claims that the collage is the work of her brother, Erik Volkov, 
whom an accident left with a traumatic brain injury 12 years ago. 
She’s not interested in selling, but Edie, convinced the piece is 
a Vespa, thinks a commission on the sale would go a long way to 
solving her financial problems. She gets an odd vibe from her 
lover, Det. Shane Payton, who was once her probation officer 
and is now with the state police, when she talks to him about 
Vespa. Bent on discovering whether Erik is actually Vespa, she 
gets advice from a friend who owns some Vespas and does some 
research that turns up a lot of odd coincidences. When a con-
nection to the Russian Mafia surfaces, Shane become even more 
closemouthed, putting a strain on their relationship. But Edie 
won’t rest until the truth comes out.

A character-based mystery perfect for art lovers and 
antiques buffs.

THE BENEVOLENT SOCIETY OF 
ILL-MANNERED LADIES
Goodman, Alison
Berkley (464 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 30, 2023
9780593440810  

Three interlinked stories that give 
their twin heroines a chance to shine in 
much more physically active roles than 
early-19th-century England would ever 
have allowed.

It seems the fate of 42-year-old spinster Lady Augusta Cole-
brook to be constantly called on to rescue other women from 
the clutches of evil men and male-dominated institutions, and 
the fate of her widowed twin sister, Lady Julia, to be swept along 
as her accomplice while they keep their snooty and entitled 
brother, the Earl of Duffield, ever in the dark. After a spir-
ited prologue suggesting a lower-tech James Bond pre-credit 
sequence, “Till Death Do Us Part” is kicked off by a report from 
Georgina Randall, an old friend of the twins’ late mother, that 
Millicent Defray, one of her daughters, suspects Sir Reginald 
Thorne of having imprisoned his wife, Caroline, Millicent’s sis-
ter. Gussie’s plan to find and free Caroline brings her into close 
contact with Lord Evan Belford, back in England after having 
been transported to Australia for a fatal duel he fought 20 years 
ago. The sparks between the two are so quick and hot that it’s 
no surprise to see Lord Evan, aka Jonathan Hargate, return in 

“An Unseemly Cure” to help Gussie rescue Marie-Jean, a 12-year-
old who’s been kidnapped, kept in a brothel, and offered as a 
Virgin Cure for the pox, or in “The Madness of Women,” in 
which Gussie eagerly responds to Lord Evan’s plea to help him 
spring his sister, Lady Hester Belford, from Bothwell House 
asylum. All three adventures are marked by successively mount-
ing complications that fans of either the Regency period or 
take-no-prisoners feminism will cheer.

Think of the Bridgerton novels with the steamy sex 
replaced by female-forward action sequences.

THE WAY OF THE BEAR
Hillerman, Anne
Harper/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$21.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780062908391  

Bears Ears, the on-again, off-again 
national park that’s been the subject of 
so much political turmoil in recent years, 
becomes the site of more personal and 
dangerous conflicts.

Still smarting from the rejection of 
her application for promotion to detective, Navajo police offi-
cer Bernadette Manuelito has accompanied her husband, Lt. 
Jim Chee, to Utah, where he plans to meet with Hosteen Des-
mond Grayhair and help persuade interested scientist Chapman 
Dulles to make a sizable donation to the Navajo Nation’s Fallen 
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Officers Memorial Fund. On a solitary evening walk in the Val-
ley of the Gods, Bernie is targeted by a truck that nearly runs 
her down shortly after she discovers that some of the valley’s 
ancient petroglyphs have been defaced. On top of all this, she’s 
called on to deliver the baby of Hannah Black, whose husband, 
Roper, has just tendered his resignation as Dulles’ security chief. 
Since Chee’s buddy Officer Ajax Becenti is away from his desk 
at the Bureau of Land Management, Bernie reports the dam-
aged petroglyphs to Becenti’s partner, Ranger Cassidy Kings-
ley, a California import who seems indifferent. The tale picks 
up steam with the discovery of missing paleontologist Kyle 
Johnson’s body and the disappearance of Dulles, who leaves an 
unidentified corpse behind on his front porch. Hillerman ends 
up identifying a surprising number of suspects as perpetrators 
of diverse crimes and misdemeanors. But it’s clear from early on 
that the crux of them all is Mary, the fossilized skull that Dulles 
had found and made a beloved companion.

A so-so mystery that raises probing questions about the 
fates of fossils found on public lands sacred to many.

PORTRAIT OF A MURDER
Jecks, Michael
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$31.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781448310371  

Jecks debuts an exciting modern-day 
protagonist who’s a far cry from his his-
torical characters.

Attorney Peter Thorogood invites 
London artist Nick Morris to a party to 
meet Jason Robart, a hotel owner whose 

problems are about to explode. Peter says that Jason’s partner, 
the beautiful Elizabeth Cardew, wants a portrait of him, though 
it’s clear that Jason doesn’t want to sit for it. Meanwhile, an old 
friend of Nick’s from his salesman days, who’s now a banker 
involved with Peter and Jason in a land-buying scheme in 
Colombia, wants Nick’s opinion of whether the deal is kosher. 
The promise of a large fee convinces Nick, who’s in financial 
straits, to go to Devon to paint the portrait of the enigmatic 
and extremely touchy Jason. He quickly learns that the locals 
despise Jason, who’s already conned them out of a good deal 
of money and is definitely hiding something. Nick falls for 
Elizabeth, who he’s convinced has been the subject of Jason’s 
violently abusive temper. When Jason apparently kills himself 
with a shotgun, Nick suspects murder even as Peter threatens 
him and refuses to pay his fee since the painting wasn’t finished. 
Not only is Nick being followed, possibly by Colombians, but 
he has an unpleasant interview with members of the Russian 
Mafia who want the millions Jason owes them. When Elizabeth 
goes missing, the Russians pay Nick to find her. Nick’s attempts 
to help Elizabeth and uncover the truth sink him in a morass 
of murder.

Plenty of action and all-too-plausible suspects hidden in a 
thicket of duplicity.

THE MAGISTRATE
Klingborg, Brian
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781250855015  

In the midst of a national celebration, 
who is terrorizing the VIPs of Nangang?

Golden Week, which celebrates the 
founding of the People’s Republic of 
China, has left Director Chen Jianguo of 
the Nangang Investment Inviting Orga-

nization none too steady in the middle of a multiday drinking 
binge. He offers little resistance when a masked man calling him-
self Zhang commands him to get into a car, where he’s assaulted. 
Days later, Director Liu of the Nangang District Public Rental 
Housing Corporation suffers a similar and harsher punishment, 
the branding of his forehead with the word thief. Zhang’s part-
ing words: “The Magistrate sends his regards.” Attacks mount 
over the subsequent weeks. A third victim has his hand cut off, 
and a fourth attack escalates into murder. Government offi-
cials tamper with the crime scene of highly ranked prosecutor 
Mr. Cai to suggest suicide and prevent a public outcry. All the 
victims are or were members of the Nangang Benevolent Asso-
ciation. Before the investigation ensnares the newly engaged 
Lu Fei, now the Deputy Chief of the Raven Valley District of 
northern China, it’s mangled by the machinations of disgraced 
ex-politician Gao Yang and Mr. Xu, the Chief of Homicide in 
Harbin, a hop-skip from Raven Valley, and not incidentally, Lu 
Fei’s sworn enemy. Klingborg’s third Inspector Lu Fei mystery is 
also an immersion into the current Chinese sociopolitical situ-
ation, which informs every stage of this brutal crime spree. The 
large cast of shady characters that populates his tale of venality 
and governmental corruption is balanced by the righteous Lu 
Fei, a beacon of integrity.

A complex, challenging crime yarn.

THE REWARDS OF TREACHERY
Rowe, Rosemary
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$31.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781448308330  

As Roman Britannia adjusts to yet 
another change of ruler in 198 C.E., the 
populace is left cautious, uneasy, and vul-
nerable to criminal activity.

Junio, the adopted son of Libertus, 
took over his father’s tile business when 

Libertus had to flee Glevum after the death of his wife. Junio’s 
own wife is about to give birth when a messenger arrives from 
the home of Marcus Septimus Aurelius, the family’s powerful 
patron, who cannot be ignored. A piece of valuable jewelry is 
missing, replaced by a fake. Letigines, the same enslaved mes-
senger who’s now carrying this news to Junio, had brought it 
to be repaired at the behest of Marcus’ wife, Julia, and is now 
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likely to be accused of theft. Julia thought Junio might be able 
to find out what happened, helping Letigines avoid punishment. 
Anlyan, another messenger who’s arrived at Junio’s house at the 
same time as Letigines, presents himself as a Celtic freeman 
who speaks excellent Latin and looks to be part Roman; he car-
ries a letter of recommendation and offers to help at the house 
while Junio goes to see Marcus. Marcus is entertaining a power-
ful magistrate who is annoyed that Marcus favors Junio, who’s 
a Roman citizen even though he has a far lower status. When 
Junio and Marcus go to the closed shop of the jeweler Vitellius, 
they find him hacked to death in the Celtic manner and most of 
his valuable stock missing. In the meantime, Junio’s eldest son 
goes missing in the company of Anlyan, forcing Junio not only 
to hunt for killers, but also for his boy. He can only hope that he 
learned some of Libertus’ knack for solving crimes.

Ancient rituals, Roman politics, and brutal murders com-
bine in a fascinating mystery.

MURDER ON BEDFORD STREET
Thompson, Victoria
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780593337103  

A detective agency gets a tricky 
request for help in Gilded Age New York.

Former police officer Frank Malloy 
inherited a fortune but still likes to solve 
crimes. His wife, Sarah, is a midwife who 
works with the poor and also enjoys 

a bit of sleuthing. Frank’s partner, Gino; their secretary and 
nursemaid, Maeve; and Sarah’s mother all add their detective 
skills to help their latest client. Hugh Breedlove has recently 
returned from five years in London, and he’d hoped to get his 
niece, Julia, to sponsor his daughter in society. When he goes to 
visit her, though, he learns that her husband, Chet Longly, had 
had her committed to an insane asylum. Breedlove went to see 
Julia there, found her sane, and now tells Malloy that Longly is 
a libertine who keeps a mistress and just wants to get rid of his 
wife. Malloy’s job is to find the evidence that will persuade a 
judge to release her. Frank and Sarah visit Julia, who seems ratio-
nal enough as she recounts the story of her marriage and mis-
treatment in the asylum. The logical way to find out more is for 
Maeve to take a job as nursemaid for the Longlys’ 4-year-old son. 
Once she’s settled in the house, she hears disquieting rumors 
about Julia from the servants, who’ve been terrified of their 
absent mistress after one servant fell from a window and died 
and another was badly injured falling down the stairs. Bribing 
a judge sets Julia free, but now Breedlove wants Frank to find 
her mother, his sister-in-law, who hasn’t been seen in some time, 
so Julia can live with her. The detective team is hard-pressed to 
decide between the competing tales. Is Julia sane or a pathologi-
cally clever liar?

A fascinating look at women’s rights, and lack thereof, in 
early 1900s New York.

ENGINES OF CHAOS 
Ford, R.S.
Orbit (608 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9780316629614  

The second installment of Ford’s 
Age of Uprising trilogy (after Engines of 
Empire, 2022) continues the grand-scale 
fantasy narrative that follows a group 
of adventurers and their struggle to win 
back their nation from usurpers.

After Sullivar Archwind—the emperor of Torwyn—is assas-
sinated, the industrial powerhouse is thrown into chaos. For 
generations, every aspect of Torwyn’s society has been ruled 
by the Guilds (transportation, mining, military, farming, etc.) 
and driven by the magic pyrestones that power everything 
from weapons to machinery. But with Sanctan Egelrath—the 
ruthless Archlegate of the Draconate Ministry—systematically 
dismantling the entire Guild system and rebuilding the country 
as an inflexible theocracy, time is quickly running out for those 
who want to avenge Sullivar’s death and reestablish the Guilds. 
Following numerous characters, the intertwining storylines 
chronicle the action and intrigue from a diversity of perspec-
tives. Former Guildmaster Rosomon Hawkspur attempts to 
stay alive long enough to assemble an army while her daughter, 
Tyreta, embarks on a quest to find an artificer whose forbidden 
magical experimentation could help defeat the Ministry. Sword-
wright Lancelin Jagdor of the Archwind Guild, on a mission to 
find potential allies to join Rosomon’s forces, travels through 
his devastated homeland in search of an increasingly rare com-
modity: hope. Rosomon’s son Conall—believed to be dead 
in a shipwreck—is sold into slavery and becomes an unknow-
ing pawn in a much larger, and more nefarious, game of world 
domination. While the worldbuilding isn’t as much a focus in 
this novel as in its predecessor, the ensemble cast of deeply por-
trayed and emotionally connected characters, coupled with an 
impressively intricate storyline, makes for a highly entertaining 
read. Additionally, the novel’s structure—alternating back and 
forth among numerous story arcs—gives this doorstopper a 
continuous sense of immediacy and momentum, making for a 
virtually un-put-down-able read.

Fans of shelf-bending fantasy will find this richly described 
and impressively intricate installment utterly satisfying.
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A SLEIGHT OF SHADOWS
Howard, Kat
Gallery/Saga (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781534426818 

A darkly glamorous tale about the 
price of magic—and who has to pay.

In this sequel to An Unkindness of 
Magicians (2017), the House of Shadows 
is rebuilding itself. Sydney sacrificed her 
magic to destroy it in the last Turning, 

but it’s coming back. And what’s worse, there are some in the 
Unseen World who want it back—some who believe the world 
was better when magic was easier, even if it meant anonymous 
magicians had to suffer and die in the House of Shadows to pay 
the price. Meanwhile, Laurent Beauchamps, who won the right 
to establish a new magical House in the last Turning, is reaching 
out to outsider magicians like Mia Rodriguez, who can some-
times make things move with her mind and who’s desperate to 
know if she can do more. Now Sydney and her allies will have 
to fight to destroy Shadows once and for all—while magicians 
from powerful old Houses work to reestablish the spell that 
allows the blood and pain of a few sacrifices to pay the price 
of magic for everyone. Like An Unkind ness of Magicians, this 
novel is fast-paced, slick, and cinematic, packed full of dramatic 
imagery: Chunks of ruined house move on their own with an 

“echoing scrape of rock over bone,” whispering trees of bone rise 
from the soil of Central Park, a woman pulls a sticky thread of 
magic out of her own shadow. The characters would feel more 
alive if they ever slowed down enough to have nonportentous 
thoughts, but the race-against-time, good-against–elite-evil 
elements are strong enough to keep the story moving and keep 
readers engaged.

This sequel offers more of the first book’s strengths: dark, 
desperate magic in a glittering world of wealth and power.

THE THICK AND THE LEAN
Porter, Chana
Saga/Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781668000199  

Two young women living on a dis-
tant planet are linked by an ancient book 
whose protagonist serves as a role model 
as they struggle to overcome their indi-
vidual circumstances.

Born into a cultlike community 
known as Seagate, 16-year-old Beatrice Bolano wrestles with 
her illicit fascination with food. Seagate is run by the ALGN 
Church, a sect that extols starvation as a form of worship. 
Followers refrain from eating in public, take appetite sup-
pressants, and exile people who aren’t skinny enough. When 
Beatrice decides she’s ready to take the enormous step of flee-
ing Seagate, a kindhearted black-market cookbook dealer helps 

spirit her away. Interwoven with Beatrice’s story is that of Reiko 
Rimando, a talented artist from a poor family who wins a full 
scholarship to college. Over time, Reiko becomes disillusioned 
with academia, realizing her classmates are mainly rich kids 
who couldn’t care less about hitting the books. Jettisoning her 
aboveboard professional ambitions, she puts her youth, beauty, 
and intelligence to work as a con artist until a love affair threat-
ens to shatter her hopes of making a financially independent life 
for herself. Both Beatrice and Reiko eventually find their ways 
to a centuries-old book called The Kitchen Girl, an autobiogra-
phy by a woman named Ijo, that ends up shaping both of their 
trajectories. Chapters from The Kitchen Girl are interspersed 
throughout the novel but don’t appear frequently enough to 
comprise a complete narrative thread. While engrossing, the 
novel is hampered by weak dialogue and a thinly drawn setting. 
Occasional references to multiple moons, airships, and a race of 
Indigenous residents known as the Free-Wah aren’t enough to 
make the planet Beatrice, Reiko, and Ijo inhabit come alive as 
a fictional world with its own history, culture, and place in the 
cosmos. Rather, their planet feels like a facsimile for modern 
Earth that serves as a staging ground for an exploration of real 
crises: climate change, income inequality, systemic racism, cor-
porate dominance, religious fundamentalism, the outlandish 
cost of higher education, and more.

An enjoyable novel that deals with timely issues but falls 
short in complex worldbuilding.

HIT PARADE OF TEARS
Suzuki, Izumi
Trans. by Sam Bett, David Boyd, Helen 
O’Horan & Daniel Joseph
Verso (288 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781839768491  

Suzuki (1949-1986), a pioneer of Jap-
anese science fiction known for her dark 
and punky stories and essays, is back for 
English readers with a translated collec-

tion of short stories steeped in 1970s-era counterculture.
Suzuki’s characters are often outsiders, believing them-

selves alien in some way. Whether these beliefs are delusions 
or based in reality isn’t always the concern. In this book there 
are characters who suspect they are from a different planet 
or have lived far longer than other humans. There are charac-
ters who are placed and misplaced in other timelines and can’t 
remember their pasts and others who see visions of the dead 
or right through to other worlds. Many of the stories have a 
strong dreamlike quality, in particular “My Guy” and “After 
Everything,” in which bizarre incidents eclipse any narrative 
and all that remains is a fleeting sense of something beautiful 
and troubling. One of the standouts, and most reminiscent of 
Suzuki’s previous work, is “Memory of Water,” a haunting tale 
about a woman’s psychological state and the exhausting toll of 
misogyny. The story follows the protagonist as she reluctantly, 
and with much energy expended to “overcome this oppressive 
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inertia,” leaves her house. The title story captures the pain and 
confusion of being alive through the communications—and 
miscommunications—of a seemingly nonaging protagonist liv-
ing through repressive regimes. The book is time-stamped with 
cultural references, like the 1968 SF film Barbarella and bands 
Jefferson Airplane and The Zombies. Music is woven through 
the book, as if Suzuki had created an accompanying playlist 
and is urging readers to listen along. This collection reaches 
out from the past not as a warning so much as the musings of 
a writer grasping for hope in a dark world. Though the stories 
mostly end too abruptly, the tone is set and the mood will linger.

These 11 stories surprise with wry humor and stun with 
the loneliness of living.

r o m a n c e

THE FIANCÉE FARCE
Bellefleur, Alexandria
Avon/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  April 18, 2023
9780063258495  

A bi indie bookstore manager agrees 
to a marriage of convenience with a bi 
romance cover model to save their fam-
ily legacies.

Tansy Adams has been fibbing about 
having a girlfriend to fend off her pushy 

stepmother’s demands. Then, at a family wedding, who should 
walk in but Gemma West, the romance cover model whose 
name and photo Tansy had appropriated to represent her fake 
girlfriend. It turns out she’s actually Gemma van Dalen, a pub-
lishing heiress and estranged cousin of the man marrying into 
Tansy’s family. Put on the spot, Gemma surprises everyone by 
going along with Tansy’s lie and even—gasp!—proposing to 
Tansy in front of everyone. Suddenly, Tansy is saying yes to Gem-
ma’s proposal, which will let her have the millions she needs to 
buy her late father’s Seattle bookstore from her stepmother, 
who wants to sell it to a chain, while letting Gemma fulfill the 
terms of her late grandfather’s will. Former party girl Gemma 
is interested only in inheriting and running her grandfather’s 
newspaper publishing empire, but she quickly finds her heart 
ensnared by the softer, more diffident Tansy. Once they learn 
how each other’s families have hurt them in the past, they’re 
both determined to protect their newfound mutual affection 
while turning their fake relationship into a real one. Bellefleur 
peppers the novel with callouts to the romance genre plus odd-
ball supporting characters, including rich jerks who want to 
foil the two women’s plans. A backstory about how the groom 
sexually shamed Tansy in high school introduces a more seri-
ous theme, balancing out the weaker poor-little-rich-girl narra-
tive given to Gemma. Text messages between the two women 

serve as romantic banter, while in-person sex talk and on-page 
sex scenes show the sparks of their chemistry. In the manner 
of Four Weddings and a Funeral or Notting Hill, a crisis delays the 
happy ending, and two grand gestures and a public proposal 
facilitate it. En route, the tale of two women battling corporate 
giants also takes on straight White male privilege.

A Sapphic novel in which opposites attract offers a new 
twist on an old trope.

THE LADY KNOWS BEST
Craig, Susanna
Zebra/Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9781420154795  

Love has nothing to do with an 
advice columnist and a rake entering into 
a courtship.

Daphne Burke has always felt some-
what out of place among her successful 
siblings, so she jumps at the chance to 
become the new advice columnist for 

Mrs. Goode’s Magazine for Misses, often referred to as Goode’s Guide 
to Misconduct for its subversive content. When her advice leads 
to a woman breaking off her engagement, the jilted fiance—
Miles, Viscount Deveraux, also known as “that devil, Dever-
aux”—believes the columnist should be responsible for finding 
him a new bride so he can win a bet. She may have written 
under the pseudonym Miss Busy B., but Miles quickly deduces 
her identity. He threatens to expose her, but she offers herself 
for marriage as long as he agrees to court her first. Secretly, she 
plans to use the time as research into his rakish ways to write 
about for the magazine, and the ensuing scandal will ensure she 
doesn’t have to marry him. They both begin questioning their 
plans and secret agendas, though, when they start falling in love. 
This book kicks off a new series, although some of Daphne’s 
siblings were featured in Craig’s previous titles. Their inclusion 
here unfortunately slows the pace with extraneous information 
that doesn’t advance this story or add depth to the bland main 
characters. Daphne’s and Miles’ feelings toward each other 
change, but neither has any real, earned personal growth. The 
intriguing premise is let down by dull, by-the-numbers plotting 
with no richness or originality.

Completely forgettable.
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“Love has nothing to do with an advice columnist 
and a rake entering into a courtship.”

the lady knows best
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BLUE MOON HAVEN
Dailey, Janet
Zebra/Kensington (368 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9781420153613  

A woman and two young children 
move to a small Alabama town to make 
a new life.

Kelly Jenkins is the temporary guard-
ian to Todd and Daisy, the young children 
of her best friend who died of cancer a 

year ago. Their dad left the children with Kelly and took off for 
parts unknown. Kelly loves the kids and does her best to care 
for them, but after losing her job in the city, the only job she 
can find is in the tiny town of Blue Moon, Alabama. Her new 
job is to revive and restore the drive-in movie theater, which 
has been in disrepair for decades. The drive-in is adjacent to 
the pecan groves of town recluse Seth Morgan. He’s been living 
quietly after the death of his young daughter in a bicycle acci-
dent, too consumed with grief to engage with the townspeople. 
Kelly’s new boss gives her a box of old VHS tapes to teach her 
the history of the movies, and coincidentally, Seth owns the 
only VHS player in town. The two bond together in a sweet, 
chaste romance while planning a fundraiser for a new projector 
for the drive-in. When Todd and Daisy’s father returns, Kelly 
and Seth try to convince him that they would be better par-
ents to the children. Author Dailey died a decade ago, and this 
novel penned by a ghostwriter reads as though it was pulled out 
of a time capsule. Even in the context of romance, the plot is 
dated and old-fashioned; for example, Susan Elizabeth Phillips’ 
Dream a Little Dream (1998) centered a similar story about sav-
ing a drive-in. The book has a traditional, conservative view of 
parenthood and what constitutes a family. Every big problem is 
fixed with a pat, easy solution.

Uncomfortably regressive.

THE PLUS ONE
Eddings, Mazey
St. Martin’s Griffin (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781250847041  

Childhood frenemies find that they 
have a lot in common when they recon-
nect as doctors trying hard to heal 
themselves.

Indira Papadakis, a psychiatrist, 
rushes to her brother Collin’s Philadel-

phia home after she catches her live-in boyfriend cheating on 
her. All she’s hoping for is a comfortable couch until she can 
get her life back in order. Instead, she encounters Jude, Collin’s 
best friend and her childhood nemesis. A doctor who’s spent 
the last three years in conflict zones torn apart by humanitarian 
crises, Jude has taken a short break to attend Collin’s upcoming 
wedding. Reeling from unprocessed trauma that he’s concealing 

from his friends and family, Jude is already on edge before Indira 
walks back into his life. While he has always been wary of her 
perceptiveness, he is even more unnerved by the psychiatrist’s 
capacity to see past his defenses. After a few conversations, the 
duo realizes that they will both be able to weather the end-
less events in the run-up to Collin’s wedding with greater ease 
if they pretend to be a couple. But pretenses collapse quickly 
when the warm comfort of shared memories sparks an attrac-
tion that both find hard to ignore. Eddings dwells on Jude’s and 
Indira’s struggles with mental health with a vivid attention to 
detail. Consequently, the evolution of their relationship from 
enemies to lovers roughly parallels the individual paths they 
take from pain to recovery. Indira and Jude are easy to root for: 
Not only is there undeniable heat between them, but they each 
demonstrate a lovely willingness to work on themselves as they 
try to reach for lasting love. But the focus on pain and healing 
leaves several scenes sounding like a well-intentioned wellness 
manual.

An uplifting and honest portrayal of the healing potential 
of companionship.

HAPPY PLACE
Henry, Emily
Berkley (400 pp.) 
$23.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780593441275  

Exes pretend they’re still together 
for the sake of their friends on their 
annual summer vacation.

Wyn Connor and Harriet Kilpatrick 
were the perfect couple—until Wyn 
dumped Harriet for reasons she still 

doesn’t fully understand. They’ve been part of the same boister-
ous friend group since college, and they know that their breakup 
will devastate the others and make things more than a little 
awkward. So they keep it a secret from their friends and fami-
lies—in fact, Harriet barely even admits it to herself, focusing 
instead on her grueling hours as a surgical resident. She’s ready 
for a vacation at her happy place—the Maine cottage she and 
her friends visit every summer. But (surprise!) Wyn is there too, 
and he and Harriet have to share a (very romantic) room and a 
bed. Telling the truth about their breakup is out of the ques-
tion, because the cottage is up for sale, and this is the group’s 
last hurrah. Determined to make sure everyone has the perfect 
last trip, Harriet and Wyn resolve to fake their relationship for 
the week. The problem with this plan, of course, is that Harriet 
still has major feelings for Wyn—feelings that only get stronger 
as they pretend to be blissfully in love. As always, Henry’s dia-
logue is sparkling and the banter between characters is snappy 
and hilarious. Wyn and Harriet’s relationship, shown both in 
the past and the present, feels achingly real. Their breakup, as 
well as their complicated relationships with their own families, 
adds a twinge of melancholy, as do the relatable growing pains 
of a group of friends whose lives are taking them in different 
directions.
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A wistfully nostalgic look at endings, beginnings, and lov-
ing the people who will always have your back.

YOURS TRULY
Jimenez, Abby
Forever (416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781538704394  

In this contemporary romance, two 
emergency room doctors, both recover-
ing from messy breakups, form a close, 
comforting friendship and perhaps some-
thing more.

Dr. Briana Ortiz has enough on her 
plate. She’s in the midst of finalizing her divorce, and her broth-
er’s on a deadline to find a kidney donor. Now she has to worry 
that the new doctor, Jacob Maddox, is there to nab her promo-
tion to chief of emergency medicine. Admittedly, Jacob—who 
has social anxiety—doesn’t make the best first impression on 
Bri, telling her off for bumping into him in the hall. To make 
amends, he writes her a letter to explain himself and apologize, 
and the tension between them softens as their letters to each 
other keep coming. Bri realizes Jacob isn’t there to undermine 
her, and Jacob gets to see Bri’s more vulnerable side. When 
Jacob offers to be Bri’s brother’s kidney donor and Bri agrees to 
be Jacob’s pretend girlfriend for a wedding, it’s easy to wonder 
what kept these two apart in the first place. The answer: not 
much. Of course, the two are carrying some heavy baggage from 
prior relationships, but it seems like a minor obstacle when 
compared to the genuine connection Jacob and Bri share. This 
is a cute, slow-burn romance with plenty of funny moments and 
emotional challenges, though the focus seems to be on the leads 
finally realizing what’s been in front of them all along through 
grand and sometimes unnecessary machinations. Did this need 
a fake dating subplot? Or epistolary flirting? Not really, but 
Jimenez manages to pepper these adorable tropes throughout 
without making them feel too gimmicky.

A solid contemporary with a balance of humor and lasting 
emotional beats.

A ROGUE’S RULES 
FOR SEDUCTION 
Leigh, Eva
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9780063086296 

A house party on a Scottish island 
reunites a formerly betrothed couple.

Nearly a year ago, Dominic Kilburn 
jilted his fiancee, Willa Ransome, at 
the altar. Heartbroken and full of anger, 
Willa fled the country. Now she’s back 

and ready to enjoy a few weeks at a carefree house party with 

friends…until she finds out her brothers arranged for Dom to 
be there as well so the two would be forced to confront their 
shared history. Dom left Willa because he didn’t think he was 
good enough for her due to his former circumstances and 
actions, but he’s continued to pine for her ever since. Although 
Willa didn’t think she’d ever want to see him again, she can’t 
stop her attraction to him. As they finally start to rehash the 
past, they realize they didn’t truly know each other before, but 
maybe now they have a second chance. The exquisitely writ-
ten finale of the Last Chance Scoundrels series delivers every-
thing readers have been waiting for since Dom left Willa at 
the start of the first book, The Good Girl’s Guide to Rakes (2022). 
It’s sweepingly romantic, filled with pining and groveling and 
loads of emotional tension. When the pair finally trust each 
other enough to become physically intimate, it’s breathtak-
ingly erotic. Heightened emotions because of the tempestu-
ous weather and sometimes claustrophobic-feeling manor and 
island evoke Gothic fiction. This atmospheric setting is crucial; 
only in this remote, confined setting, where they are stripped 
away from society’s preconceived notions and expectations, can 
this couple truly become themselves.

A stunning send-off to a phenomenal series.

ZORA BOOKS HER HAPPY 
EVER AFTER
McCoy, Taj
Harlequin MIRA (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9780778333524  

An independent bookstore owner 
finds herself torn between two sexy, 
secretive men.

At 35, Zora Dizon can’t imagine any-
thing lacking in her life. She’s a successful 

Black woman, owner of the indie bookstore Opus Northeast, 
and she lives in Maryland with her best friend, Emma, and 
her sassy Granny Marion. With a slew of author events up her 
sleeve and dreams of duplicating her store throughout the D.C. 
area, Zora has no room in her busy schedule for a man, despite 
Granny’s insistence on having great-grandbabies. The only guy 
Zora would dedicate her time to is her author crush, Lawrence 
Michaels. Lawrence is the brains behind a bestselling mystery 
series and even has a few film adaptations in the works, so Zora 
is amazed when he agrees to do a reading at her store. At the 
event, Zora meets Lawrence’s best friend, high school teacher 
Reid Hughes, as he grumbles to himself throughout the Q&A. 
Zora is shocked by Reid’s rude behavior, but she can’t help but 
be charmed by his friend. Lawrence is bold and charismatic, 
if not a little egotistical—and she agrees to go on a date with 
him. But when Lawrence bails on an event at Reid’s school 
and suggests Zora give a speech in his stead, she can’t help but 
notice how good Reid smells or how attractive he is when he 
talks about writing. When Zora starts seeing both men, she 
can’t decide between the smooth charmer or the down-to-
earth intellectual, although both men shut down whenever she 
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“A stunning send-off to a phenomenal series.”
a rogue’s rules for seduction
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mentions Lawrence’s mystery series. Zora knows she can get 
to the bottom of whatever they’re concealing, but will she lose 
them both in the process? McCoy’s romance is genuine and sexy, 
and Zora’s drive for honesty makes her a relatable heroine. The 
two handsome leads are not the true scene-stealers of McCoy’s 
novel, though—that’s Granny Marion, whose suggestive quips 
and sage advice will keep you hooked till the last page.

Romance with a perfect blend of light mystery and strong 
female representation.

SUGAR, SPICE, AND CAN’T 
PLAY NICE
Sharma, Annika
Sourcebooks Casablanca (416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9781492665434  

Two ambitious people enter into an 
engagement of convenience to secure 
their family businesses on the way to 
pursuing their dreams.

In New York, Payal Mehra’s fashion 
brand is on the rise, but her family’s London-based lifestyle 
business is struggling. Ayaan Malhotra has always felt over-
looked by his parents in favor of his older brother, who can 
seemingly do no wrong. It also doesn’t help that Ayaan is a bit 
of a wanderer when it comes to making future plans. Still, he’s 
an accomplished marketer who wants a stake in the family busi-
ness even though his parents are planning to name his brother 
CEO. Both Payal’s and Ayaan’s parents have a merger in mind, 
professionally and personally. If Payal and Ayaan marry, Payal’s 
family will have the cash flow they need to save their business 
and Ayaan’s family will broaden their portfolio. At first, Payal 
and Ayaan are resistant, having recognized each other from a 
recent one-night stand, but they soon realize that a quick and 
secretly temporary engagement could solve their problems. 
Ayaan bargains with his family: He wants half the shares of the 
company for going along with their matchmaking. With her 
own family’s financial woes settled, Payal will be better poised 
to focus on the next steps for her own brand. It’s lovely to see 
Payal and Ayaan bonding over their shared passions for busi-
ness—watching them collaborate romantically and in relation 
to their work is the highlight of the novel. Payal is a sex-positive 
and career-savvy lead who could do with some better boundary-
setting. The chip on Ayaan’s shoulder, while big enough to sink 
the Titanic, is understandable. Having to manage their family’s 
financial problems and high expectations gives Payal and Ayaan 
enough conflict for one book, so some extra hurdles—such as 
Ayaan’s stereotypically jealous ex-girlfriend—could have been 
left out.

A cute romance burdened by family expectations.

LASSITER
Ward, J.R.
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(448 pp.) 
$24.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781982180027  

A fallen angel is reunited with his 
true love.

After falling in love with a human 
woman, the archangel Lassiter was pun-
ished by the Creator. He was cast out of 

heaven and sent to Caldwell, New York, home of the vampire 
warriors known as the Black Dagger Brotherhood. Over the 
course of the last 10 books, Lassiter evolved from a flamboy-
ant, annoying sidekick to a trusted member of the Brotherhood 
family, even taking on the important mystical role of Scribe Vir-
gin. At the end of the previous novel in the series, Lover Arisen 
(2022), Lassiter lost his halo after making a personal sacrifice 
to a demon which enabled the return of Lash, the evil son of 
the Omega. Overcome with shame and regret, Lassiter exiled 
himself to a remote Colorado town. Lassiter doesn’t remain 
alone for long; too many people—the Black Dagger warriors, 
his archangel cousins, and Rahvyn, a mysterious being who 
can jump through time—are prepared to drag him kicking and 
screaming back to Caldwell. Rahvyn is the lover he thought 
had died. At first, he assumes she’s a hallucination, but when 
he learns she was lost in time, he decides not to squander their 
second chance at love. Lassiter and Rahvyn share their painful 
pasts and dark secrets with each other, which allows them to 
form a lasting bond. Their reunion plays second fiddle to the 
main event, though: Lash’s revival of the war against the Black 
Dagger Brotherhood. Almost frenetic in its pacing, the novel 
pits Lassiter and his vampire brethren against the rising, and 
perhaps unbeatable, powers of evil. A shocking twist at the end 
displays Ward’s willingness to boldly reinvent the long-running 
series, leaving open fascinating new pathways for future books.

A beloved character takes the helm in a book that leads the 
series into uncharted waters.

http://kirkus.com


nonfiction
POWER AND PROGRESS
Our 1000-Year Struggle Over 
Technology & Prosperity
Acemoglu, Daron & Simon Johnson
PublicAffairs (560 pp.) 
$32.00  |  May 16, 2023
9781541702530  

A sweeping historical examination of 
the promises and limitations of techno-
logical advances in relation to important 
economic and social issues. 

Complaints about the miseries of progress began well before 
the Industrial Revolution but mostly addressed miserable work-
ing conditions until well into the 20th century. Perhaps begin-
ning with John Kenneth Galbraith’s The Affluent Society (1958), 
activists have broadened their targets to include government 
and social institutions. In this insightful analysis, MIT econom-
ics professors Acemoglu and Johnson begin with a painful fact. 
Since 1980, Americans without a college education have seen 
their earnings decline, while graduates with no postgraduate 
degree have gained a little. Hypereducated professionals, scien-
tists, engineers, and financiers are prospering in what is becom-
ing a highly stratified society. Rewinding the clock, the authors 
emphasize that wealth produced by the Industrial Revolution 
mostly benefited entrepreneurs, skilled technicians, and those 
who already possessed wealth. Workers in the new factories 
were worse off than in the countryside, and cities were crowded, 
squalid, and disease-ridden. Matters changed when the general 
public began to exert influence. The rise of democracy encour-
aged the growth of countervailing power structures, including 
unions. Once legislators owed their jobs to a mass electorate, 
they began looking after their interests, outlawing profitable 
but cruel practices and creating safety nets such as unemploy-
ment insurance and national health care. Worker income rose 
through most of the last century, until it stalled around 1980. 
This was not inevitable but rather the result of choices made by 
the drivers of technological progress and propelled by worship 
of the free market. Since then, opposition to cutting labor costs 
has almost vanished, producing automated services that elimi-
nate jobs without benefiting customers. Toward the end, the 
authors offer a range of reasonable remedies, including a move 
to “significantly reduce or even fully eliminate payroll taxes.” 
Governments should redirect digital research away from their 
obsession with big data and surveillance toward green technol-
ogy and machine usefulness rather than artificial intelligence.

A convincing attack on today’s dysfunctional economy 
plus admirable suggestions for correcting matters.
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THE WAGER
A Tale of Shipwreck,
Mutiny and Murder
Grann, David
Doubleday (352 pp.)
$30.00  |  April 18, 2023
9780385534260
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The concept of the American 
dream is broken. Yes, hard work—
an important virtue—is sometimes 
rewarded, but that is often not the 
case, and millions of poor Ameri-
cans are not to blame for their situ-
ations. The income and wealth di-
vides in this nation are as wide as 
they’ve ever been; while the num-
ber of billionaires grows and wages 
remain stagnant, the rift only gets 

worse. (Don’t get me started on the minimum wage, 
which is not nearly enough to allow a full-time worker 
to afford an apartment in any U.S. city. Even working 
two minimum-wage jobs doesn’t cut it.)

Two March books address the situation, poking 
holes in the flawed assumption that if you just work 
hard, you will succeed financially. In Bootstrapped: Lib-
erating Ourselves From the American Dream (Ecco/Harper 
Collins, March 14), journalist Alissa Quart explodes 

the myth of “bootstrapping,” 
which she describes as the 

“every-man-for-themselves 
individualism” that under-
pins the free market system. 
This significant follow-up to 
Squeezed: Why Our Families 
Can’t Afford America, our re-
viewer says, delivers a force-
ful “contrarian rebuttal of the 
notion that wealthy Ameri-
cans deserve everything they 
have and that the ‘poor are 
responsible for their own 

poverty.’ ” In our late-stage capitalist democracy, too 
many people live paycheck to paycheck, often work-
ing multiple jobs while rent, food, and other expenses 
surpass wage increases. Quart “proposes a more mean-
ingful safety net of cooperative work and mutual aid, 
whereby workers pool their capabilities and time to 
produce needed and sustainable things while being 
their own bosses,” delivering an urgent “repudiation of 
gig-economy capitalism that proposes utopian rather 
than dystopian solutions.”

Any examination of wealth inequality in the U.S. 
would be incomplete without input from Matthew 

Desmond, the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Evicted. 
His latest, Poverty, by America (Crown, March 21), is a dis-
section of the many dimensions of poverty in Ameri-
ca, which differs from that in many parts of the world. 
In the U.S., it’s “not for lack of resources,” the author 
notes, but rather what our reviewer describes as a lack 
of “compassion” but also the lack of “a social system 
that insists that everyone pull their weight—and that 
includes the corporations and wealthy individuals who, 

the IRS estimates, get away 
without paying upward of 
$1 trillion per year.” Des-
mond experienced poverty 
in young adulthood, and 
his firsthand knowledge 
and diligent sociological 
fieldwork are on full display 
in this perfect follow-up to 
Evicted. Touching on health 
care, housing, transporta-
tion, child care, and the 
lack of an effective social 
safety net, the author clear-
ly delineates the countless 

systemic problems that plague our economic and so-
cial systems.

He also offers hope on eliminating poverty, which 
he believes “would not take a miracle” but rather po-
litical will to muster “about $177 billion,” as our re-
viewer notes, “which would help end hunger and 
homelessness and ‘make immense headway in driving 
down the many agonizing correlates of poverty, like 
violence, sickness, and despair.’ ” That kind of money 
could be raised in a matter of months with an equi-
table tax system that made billionaires and corpora-
tions pay their fair shares—not to mention even the 
slightest trimming of the bloated defense budget. Of 
course, observes our reviewer, “Fortune 500 CEOs 
won’t like Desmond’s message for rewriting the so-
cial contract—which is precisely the point.” Policy-
makers must make smarter decisions and stop adding 
to the problem while claiming to care about any of 
the real, on-the-ground economic issues that directly 
affect their constituents. 

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

american dreams, 
american realities

Leah O
verstreet
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WHY POLITICS FAILS
Ansell, Ben
PublicAffairs (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 23, 2023
9781541702073  

An examination of the dilemmas 
confronting capitalist democracies and 
the role that politics can play in manag-
ing them.

Capitalist democracies achieve legiti-
macy and become stable when they deliver 

equality, solidarity, security, and prosperity to their citizens. Ansell 
notes that these aspirations involve trade-offs, and striking the 
appropriate balance requires democratic politics. Neither the mar-
ket nor technology alone will suffice. Only politics can negotiate 
between equal rights and equal outcomes, solidarity and indi-
vidual preferences, collective security and the concentration of 
power to achieve it (anarchy versus tyranny, according to the 
author), and both short-term and long-term prosperity. What 
makes these challenges—what Ansell calls “traps”—daunting 
is that democracy itself is rife with opposing tendencies, pit-
ting the mythical “will of the people” against irredeemable 
self-interests and making chaos and polarization ever present 
threats. “Political economy,” writes the author, “lets us ask 
and answer questions from the micropolitics of our everyday 
life—how will I feel about funding public pensions when I buy 
a house?—to the macropolitics of everyone’s life—does rising 
inequality threaten our political stability? It does so by assum-
ing people are broadly the same—politicians and voters, rich 
and poor alike—and face the same temptations and traps.” The 
achievement of collective action, he tells us, is the “spectre 
that…haunts” the book. Ansell considers numerous substantive 
issues, including climate change (“humanity’s hardest politi-
cal problem”) and its relation to prosperity, national health 
care with regard to the solidarity trap, and the wealth tax and 
its consequences for equality. The emphasis on “traps” skates 
close to the dialectical thinking of Marxist analyses, and Ansell 
is unwilling to interrogate his liberal intellectual beliefs, which 
weakens his claim that institutional politics are the solution. 
The author also wrestles, not wholly successfully, with the bal-
ance between the rigor of an academic perspective and the read-
ability of popular nonfiction.

An intelligent guide, but a problematic response, to the 
contradictions that plague global democracies.

NATALITY
Toward a Philosophy of Birth
Banks, Jennifer
Norton (240 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 2, 2023
9781324006398  

A studied exploration of birth’s myr-
iad forms through the lens of the lives 
and work of seven poets, novelists, activ-
ists, and philosophers.

Banks, a senior executive editor at 
Yale University Press, uses the word natality not according to its 
definition as birthright but rather as synonymous with birth and, 
as Hannah Arendt described it, the “miracle that saves the world.” 
Banks breaks her debut book into portraits of Arendt, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, Sojourner Truth, 
Adrienne Rich, and Toni Morrison. Collectively, writes the author, 

“these are people wrestling with natality throughout their lives, 
exploring how their experiences with birth and their ideas about 
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“In this elegantly written, probing narrative, Chin 
adds weight and substance to those near caricatures, 

an act of filial homage that ends with the arresting image 
of ‘the mothers of Mott Street’ revivified.”

mott street

it shaped what they thought and how they lived.” These seven 
people, Banks explains, “were all shaped by birth and they in turn 
have shaped our collective understanding of what it means to be 
born human. Birth helped them see how we are more than his-
tory’s bi-products; we are instead creative participants in history, 
nature, and time.” The author’s contribution isn’t providing new 
information about her subjects but rather illuminative, variable 
insights via her particular, occasionally amorphous lens. Regard-
ing Morrison’s switch to Catholicism at age 12, Banks writes, 

“Conversion involved baptism, a rebirth through the church’s holy 
waters. It also entailed a renaming. Other people give us names at 
birth, but in a chosen rebirth we can name ourselves, as Sojourner 
Truth and Nietzsche did.” The strongest sections concentrate on 
Arendt and Rich. Of the former’s work, the author writes, “Birth 
taps into life’s fresh and ever-running waters and is accessible to 
all people.” Of the latter’s, she delineates “a succession of brief, 
amazing movements, each pregnant with some tenacious, natal 
seed.” Banks identifies Truth and Morrison as Black, which 
stands in contrast to the less common use of racial descriptors 
for her other (all White) subjects.

This ambitious thesis will appeal to readers of themati-
cally linked historical biographies.

MOTT STREET 
A Chinese American 
Family’s Story of 
Exclusion and Homecoming
Chin, Ava
Penguin Press (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780525557371  

A Chinese American writer searches 
for roots not easily uncovered.

“My family is a noisy, bothersome 
bunch—bursting through the walls and hallways as I tried to 
doze; talking to me through the memories of old friends, eyes 
brimming with recollection like a teacup about to overflow; 
egging me on to continue….” So writes Chin, a fifth-generation 
Chinese American and lifelong New Yorker at the center of 
whose universe stands the street of her title. Lower Mott Street 
is a wonderland of food and culture, defined by “giant, elaborate 
meals of long, pan-fried egg noodles with sliced beef, chicken, 
pork, and verdant gai lan vegetables as long as my chopsticks,” 
among other delicacies. But life was not always so abundant. 
As Chin writes, her ancestors had to endure an extraordinary 
regime of racist laws that made clear they were not wanted. 
Coloring this past were official documents that were often 
misleading or indifferent, such that oral history proved to be 
much more trustworthy than “the historical record that is a 
fabulist fabrication.” An initial challenge was finding the father 
who effectively abandoned her family and learning why. From 
there, Chin explores ancestors who arrived more than a century 
and a half ago to build the transcontinental railroad, excluded 
from ordinary society by, among other things, being barred 
from testifying against Whites in court cases. Some ancestors 

were prosperous, some forced into indentured servitude, but 
all reduced by those racist laws to “paper people—flat, two-
dimensional sheets of biographical fiction.” In this elegantly 
written, probing narrative, Chin adds weight and substance to 
those near caricatures, an act of filial homage that ends with the 
arresting image of “the mothers of Mott Street” revivified.

A lively memoir that limns a long family history and helps 
us understand the troubled history of our nation.

POWER PLAYERS
Sports, Politics, and the 
American Presidency
Cillizza, Chris
Twelve (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 18, 2023
9781538720608  

A study of how the true characters 
of U.S. presidents have been revealed 
by the sports they played, watched, and 
followed.

The Oval Office can be a lonely place, and all presidents have 
sought to escape the pressure through sports, whether partici-
pating or watching. As CNN politics reporter Cillizza shows, it 
can also be a way of projecting an image of common-man virility. 
Eisenhower had played a variety of sports in his younger days, 
but when he was in the White House, he obsessively focused on 
golf, even setting up a putting green on the lawn. He also played 
a mean game of bridge. Kennedy played golf but used the touch-
football games with his family as media props. Socially awkward, 
Nixon tried to compensate by memorizing statistics about foot-
ball so he could make small talk. A peculiarity of Nixon is that 
he was a good bowler, and he even had lanes built in the White 
House basement (although he always bowled alone). Reagan 
was not a great sportsman while president, although he exer-
cised vigorously and loved riding horses. George H.W. Bush 
played many sports well but was especially skilled at horseshoes. 
Clinton was a dedicated runner but later concentrated on golf. 
George W. Bush likewise pounded the pavement and even had 
a treadmill put onboard Air Force One. Obama is remembered 
for pickup games of basketball; like most presidents he showed 
himself to be hypercompetitive, even aggressive, when playing. 
He also took up bowling, using Nixon’s lanes. All this is good 
fun, but Cillizza cannot restrain himself when it comes to the 
chapter on Trump, which is dripping with snark (“it’s impos-
sible to see where Trump ends and his golfing bullshit begins”). 
Though many of Trump’s actions deserve scorn, it’s a sour end-
ing to an entertaining, good-natured read.

An enjoyable, colorful look at the intersection of sports 
and politics.
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THE EXPERIENCE 
MACHINE 
How Our Minds Predict 
and Shape Reality
Clark, Andy
Pantheon (304 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781524748456  

The role of expectations in how we 
see the world.

Drawing on insights from psychol-
ogy, neuroscience, and philosophy, Clark, a professor of cogni-
tive philosophy, examines how our understanding of the world 
is fundamentally informed by cognitive forecasting. Far from 
being mere passive receivers of some objective reality, we are, 
it seems, always actively involved in imagining what reality is 
likely to be and constantly responding to so-called “prediction 
errors” as we resolve differences between our expectations and 
incoming sense data. In this remarkable book, the author clearly 
and memorably sets forth the profound implications of such a 
theory. As Clark explains, what we take to be real—including 
our beliefs about who we are—is necessarily a fluid and idiosyn-
cratic construct, and it depends on an ongoing set of negotia-
tions between what we anticipate based on precedent and what 
our senses imply in the unfolding present. None of us simply 
records a stable set of facts from the world around us; in fact, we 
create a version of that world deeply informed by personal his-
tory. Among the practical applications for Clark’s insights are 
treatments for chronic pain that target patients’ imagination of 
their suffering and the training of police officers to recognize 
racial bias in stressful encounters. Overall, the author vividly 
demonstrates that “a better appreciation of the power of pre-
diction could improve the way we think about our own medi-
cal symptoms and suggest new ways of understanding mental 
health, mental illness, and neurodiversity.” Along the way, Clark 
offers engaging and insightful commentary on tangential mat-
ters such as how ceremonial practices can contribute to feel-
ings of well-being and how digital technologies have boosted 
our predictive capacities and effectively become extensions of 
our minds. The author defines and explains complex ideas with 
admirable clarity, and black-and-white illustrations underscore 
the concrete importance of specific theoretical claims.

A startling, profoundly illuminating account of our mind’s 
predictive abilities.

BANANA BALL
The Unbelievably True Story 
of the Savannah Bananas
Cole, Jesse with Don Yaeger
Dutton (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780593473412  

To hell with designated hitters: This 
baseball-like game makes up the rules as 
it goes along.

The heroes of this charming story 
are the Savannah Bananas, a goofball gang of athletes whose 
motto is, “Fans First. Entertain Always.” At their helm is Cole, 
a baseball-loving Bostonian who went south to pitch in college 
but didn’t quite have the right stuff to hit the majors. As he 
puts it, “I wasn’t hugely projectable,” meaning he wasn’t likely 
to develop the ability to compete with the pitchers in Major 
League Baseball. Regardless, studying humanities and theater, 
he also knew that he was a “natural ham” and able entertainer, 
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and he wasn’t about to be kept out of the show. So he decided 
to pull together a squad that would do for baseball what the 
Harlem Globetrotters did for basketball. Seeking to change the 
game and make it move faster, he put a clock on the game to cap 
it at two hours, allowed batters to steal first, and counted it as an 
out if a fan caught a foul ball in the stands, among other tweaks. 
Small-market teams usually “had no shot at all,” but suddenly, 
the Bananas proved, “the little guys could actually win.” Cole 
has steadily grown the market for his version of baseball, draw-
ing big crowds through traveling games as well as through the 
skillful use of social media. He was so successful with his vision 
that the Red Sox came calling for tips on how to liven up Fen-
way Park, and Cole had plenty of answers: Do as the Bananas do 
and have a parade, fireworks, dancing in the streets, and sheer 
anarchy such that, as one Sox official put it, “This will be like 
an actual circus coming to our ballpark.” True enough, and this 
particular circus is reimagining baseball as a game that not only 
purists and traditionalists can love.

Anyone who can think outside the diamond will enjoy 
Cole’s entertaining yarn.

FOR THE CULTURE
The Power Behind What We 
Buy, What We Do, and Who 
We Want To Be
Collins, Marcus
PublicAffairs (304 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781541700963  

An award-winning marketer explains 
brand strategy, consumer behavior, and 
the new generation of marketing.

Collins has been involved in some of the most successful 
advertising campaigns of the past two decades (he has worked 
with Beyoncé, Apple, Google, the Brooklyn Nets, and others), 
and he also has solid academic credentials, holding a key posi-
tion at the Ross School of Business at the University of Michi-
gan. This experience in both spheres informs this book, as the 
author examines why certain campaigns have been astonish-
ingly successful while others have fallen painfully flat. The key, 
he argues, is not about a product itself; it’s about connecting to 
a particular segment of society through shared values and expe-
riences. Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, for example, was not notice-
ably different from other brews, but the brand was marketed 
as representing autonomy and self-expression, which spoke to 
the ideology of the burgeoning hipster community. With inter-
esting case studies, Collins unpacks how cultural communities 
come into being and how marketing firms can track their devel-
opment, with increasingly precise targeting to tribes and clans. 
Demographic information is crucial, although some market-
ers can miss crucial nuances in the data. The author notes that 
these sorts of marketing campaigns can be commercially suc-
cessful while being socially damaging, such as the Marlboro Man 
campaign, which made smoking attractive. Collins could have 
delved further into the long-term impact of this cultural seg-
mentation of society. When does targeted marketing become 
a contributor to social fragmentation? At what point does the 
idea of “my people” turn into us-vs.-them conflict? Collins veers 
away from this line of thinking, but he believes that marketers 
should think more carefully about the campaigns they design 
and the stories they tell. The author offers plenty of food for 
thought about how the social landscape is evolving.

With personal stories and a dry wit, Collins bridges the 
gap between cultural theory and marketing practice. 

QUEENS OF A FALLEN WORLD
The Lost Women of 
Augustine’s Confessions
Cooper, Kate
Basic Books (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 18, 2023
9781541646018  

Intimate look at four women who 
were central to the life story of the iconic 
Christian saint.

“With personal stories and a dry wit, Collins bridges the
gap between cultural theory and marketing practice.” 

for the culture

http://kirkus.com


Historian Cooper explores one of the seminal texts of Chris-
tian biography—the Confessions of Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-
430)—which makes note of several people who played important 
roles in his youth and in his formation as a thinker, believer, and 
a man. The author introduces us to four women who had particu-
larly important—and remarkably different—parts to play in Augus-
tine’s personal story. Through these women, Cooper investigates 
the concept of gender in late-Roman society, delivering interesting 
details about life as a woman in this era in the Mediterranean world. 
Of most importance in Augustine’s story was his mother, Mon-
nica, also considered a saint, a woman of moderate station who 
was exceptionally gifted and had a profound impact on her son 
at every level. Cooper uses the name Una to refer to Augustine’s 
otherwise anonymous concubine, a woman with whom he lived 
for more than a decade and who gave birth to his son. Empress 
Justina, a woman with whom Augustine had little personal contact, 
was a central figure in the court community into which he tried 
to ingratiate himself as a young adult. The final figure in Cooper’s 
narrative is Tacita, also an anonymous character in Augustine’s life. 
Tacita was a 10-year-old girl to whom he was betrothed, but the 
marriage did not occur due to Augustine’s conversion to Christian-
ity. The author provides a fascinating glimpse into Roman woman-
hood across social strata. Though her reading of these four lives 
involves a lot of conjecture, including an entire epilogue of what-ifs, 
Cooper should be praised for focusing on women who, by virtue 
of being in the Confessions, have long been known but, due to their 
gender, too often ignored.

A thought-provoking exploration of gender in early Chris-
tian history.

A BRUTAL RECKONING 
Andrew Jackson, the 
Creek Indians, and the 
Epic War for the 
American South
Cozzens, Peter
Knopf (464 pp.) 
$35.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780525659457  

The author of Tecumseh and the 
Prophet and The Earth Is Weeping returns 

with a new history of the Creek Indians’ war with U.S. settlers, 
focusing on the role of Andrew Jackson.

Based largely in present-day Georgia, South Carolina, Flor-
ida, and Alabama, the Creeks were descended from the Native 
peoples who lived in the area before Hernando de Soto’s Span-
ish conquistadors plundered it. Nonetheless, by the end of the 
1700s, despite being divided into small towns with no central 
authority, the Creeks were “the dominant Indian power in the 
Deep South.” Cozzens shows how this way of life came under 
pressure from White settlers eager to exploit the rich farmland 
inhabited by the Natives. The Creeks’ response was inspired by 
a group of prophets who preached war against the White men, 
beginning around 1812. Their followers—called Red Sticks after 
the wooden war clubs favored by the Creeks—at first attacked 

isolated White settlers and tribe members who had aban-
doned traditional ways. The August 1813 attack on Fort Mims, 
a White stronghold in southwestern Alabama, ended in a bru-
tal massacre, with more than 250 dead, including women and 
children. That battle ignited a determination among Whites in 
the region—especially Jackson, who was from Tennessee—to 
end the uprising by whatever means necessary. Cozzens gives 
detailed, diligently researched descriptions of the subsequent 
battles, which culminated in early 1814 at Horseshoe Bend in 
Alabama, where Jackson’s forces annihilated a Red Stick strong-
hold, killing some 850 Creeks and allied tribesmen. Jackson 
parlayed this victory into command of the armies that defeated 
the British in New Orleans early the next year. A seasoned his-
torical storyteller, Cozzens portrays both Jackson and his Creek 
adversaries without minimizing their flaws, though he is clearly 
appalled by Jackson’s later treatment of the Indians during the 
Trail of Tears. The author includes 10 maps to keep readers 
oriented.

An authoritative account of a disturbing chapter in the 
relations between the U.S. military and Indigenous peoples.
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THE LAST COLD PLACE
A Field Season Studying 
Penguins in Antarctica
de Gracia, Naira
Scribner (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781982182755  

A field scientist chronicles her expe-
riences with penguins at the bottom of 
the world.

For de Gracia, “the crazy joy of 
remote living” meant five months studying penguins “at the 
northern tip of the Antarctic Peninsula, just above” the Ant-
arctic Circle. Cape Shirreff, a tiny cape at the north end of a 
rocky peninsula, was her home base, where she and a small 
crew worked out of a penguin excrement–encrusted cabin. 
The author brings us along on her adventures, from battling 
strong, bitter winds to lifting penguin feathers to count their 
eggs and babysitting fur seal pups. In a compelling blend of 

memoir, environmental writing, and scientific exploration, de 
Gracia shows how “Antarctica, beyond the charts and maps 
of climate change, is, like any other continent, a place of grief, 
sorrow, joy, love, and survival.” While she was there, she felt a 
wide range of feelings and emotions, including awe, wonder, 
isolation, exhaustion, and boredom. The author’s frank assess-
ment of life in this remote region clearly demonstrates her love 
of that very remoteness, and she is urgent in her discussion 
of the importance of studying the marine ecosystem. Though 
the work is often unglamorous—e.g., pumping penguin stom-
achs to count the amount of krill they have eaten—it is essen-
tial to understanding the ongoing impact of climate change 
there. As de Gracia points out, the ice habitat in the Western 
Antarctic Peninsula has decreased by nearly half since 1979. 
Research can help us understand how species are responding 
to this rapid decline, but the author offers a stern warning. 

“For scientists drawn to polar lands, the stakes are high: you 
will probably be heartbroken.” In this meditative narrative 
from the most remote of outposts, de Gracia reminds us of 
the interconnectedness of all life and the importance of view-
ing “ourselves as one species of many and our home as a living, 
breathing, feeling Earth.”

An intriguing, introspective account that shows why we 
“should care about penguins.”

TAKING CARE
The Story of Nursing and Its 
Power To Change Our World
DiGregorio, Sarah
Harper/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$32.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780063071285  

A warm appreciation of the nursing 
profession.

Freelance journalist DiGregorio, author 
of Early, a history of premature birth, cel-

ebrates nursing in a capacious look at nurses throughout history, 
from prehistoric times to the present. Rather than focus only on 
hospital practice, the author sees nursing “as a biological sci-
ence and as hands-on caring, as professional and as domestic, as 
skills and as relationships, as knowing in the mind and knowing 
in the body.” Before university-trained physicians dominated 
medical care, creating a hierarchy that defined nurses as their 
menial assistants, hands-on caring was provided by lay physi-
cians, herbalists, midwives, members of religious communities, 
mothers, grandmothers, and great-grandmothers, who passed 
down skills and potions to heal wounds and repair vulnerable 
bodies. Nursing, the author asserts, did not begin in Victorian 
England with the tireless—though racist and classist—Florence 
Nightingale. DiGregorio highlights the work of some famous 
nurses, including Lillian Wald, who established a visiting nurse 
system, and birth control advocate Margaret Sanger. But most 
of her abundant evidence of the crucial and transformative 
practice of nursing comes through her profiles of community 
health nurses, first responders, reproductive health providers, 

“A well-informed consideration of the intimacy of care.” 
taking care
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nurses-turned-politicians, and hospice nurses. As the largest 
portion of the workforce, 4 million registered nurses practice 
in the U.S., and 90% are women. Although there is no nursing 
shortage, hospitals often cut nursing staff to keep costs low: 

“Nurses are considered a hospital expense,” writes DiGregorio, 
“because their practice is usually not billable to insurance the way 
physicians’ services are.” Overworked and exhausted, many are 
engaging in collective action, a move the author believes should 
get active public support. As one nurse told her, “Nursing is a 
profoundly radical profession that calls society to equality and 
justice, to trustworthiness and to openness. The profession is, 
also, radically political: it imagines a world in which the condi-
tions necessary for health are enjoyed by all people.”

A well-informed consideration of the intimacy of care.

CLEOPATRA’S DAUGHTER
From Roman Prisoner to 
African Queen
Draycott, Jane
Liveright/Norton (336 pp.) 
$32.50  |  April 18, 2023
9781324092599  

An engaging scholarly study of one of 
the few children of Cleopatra and Ant-
ony to thrive after their deaths.

In this deep work of historical exca-
vation, Draycott, an archaeologist and professor of ancient 
history at the University of Glasgow, re-creates with keen con-
textual evidence the life and turbulent times of Cleopatra’s 
surviving daughter, Cleopatra Selene (circa 40 B.C.E.-circa 5 
B.C.E.), who was young when her parents died during Octa-
vian’s invasion of Egypt. Unlike her two older half siblings, 
whom Octavian murdered immediately, Cleopatra Selene; 
her fraternal twin, Alexander Helios; and her younger brother, 
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Author Jenny Odell’s surprise bestseller, 2019’s How 
To Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy, was a med-
itation on our age of distraction and a road map for how 
we can reclaim our focus. For her next book Odell de-
cided to take on time itself—how we measure it, how 
we are driven by it, how we can liberate ourselves from 
the feeling of being perpetually on the clock. 

Then came the pandemic. If you were stranded at 
home, time could stretch to near infinity; if you were work-
ing triage in an emergency room, days and nights could 
pass in an exhausted haze. Odell wanted to examine time 
up, down, and sideways, and the pandemic “definitely pro-
vided that opportunity,” she remembers, as she watched 
friends and acquaintances struggle with a radically altered 
sense of time. She set out on a journey through the science, 
psychology, philosophy, and history of time, both human 
and geological, with side trips through social justice and 
our imperiled environment. Her new book, Saving Time: 
Discovering a Life Beyond the Clock (Random House, March 
7), is the result. Odell, a 36-year-old Oakland, California, 
resident, answered questions by telephone about how she 
wrote her ambitious book. Our conversation has been ed-
ited for length and clarity. 

One thing you highlight in Saving Time is our obsession 
with using every minute of our waking hours. You ap-
pear to be a pretty high functioning person—do you feel 
that pressure, and how do you deal with it?
It’s hard to live in this time and culture and not feel 
it. It does help me to be aware of it—sometimes the 
things that have the most power over you are the 
things you can’t see.

I think the idea that you should individually accrue 
value to yourself and learn to do everything by yourself 
obscures other channels where we could lean on each 
other for things that we are good at collectively. Every-
one doesn’t have to be good at everything. 

Another belief that drives many of us is that time is 
made up of discrete units that we have to use to maxi-
mal advantage. You encourage thinking of time in a dif-
ferent way, and one analogy you use is time as a lava 
flow. Can you explain that?
I think of lava because the edge of a lava flow, like the 
type they have in Hawaii, is always active. You can 
look back and see the path the lava has taken, but that 
doesn’t mean you know what’s going to happen next. 
For me it suggests that everything that exists has a 
story, and the story continues into the present in ways 
that are not necessarily predictable. 

Many people these days feel a sense of impending 
doom as they look at the dangers we face and worry 
that we might be running out of time, especially when 
it comes to climate change. You use the word declin-
ism to discuss that mindset. Explain what that is and 
why that can warp our point of view.
I encountered that perspective a lot with my students 
when I was teaching at Stanford—I mentioned in the 
book that some of their art projects had that flavor. 

In Saving Time, the author grapples with how contemporary life is ruled 
by the clock
BY MARY ANN GWINN

Chani Bockw
inkel
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Declinism thrives on the idea that either everything is 
going to be totally OK, or everything is going to be ir-
reversibly destroyed. 

The truth is that there are a lot of shades in between 
those extremes. There are things we know are going to 
happen and that are going to be lost, and there is obvi-
ously a need to grieve that, but it’s also true that there 
is room left for us to decide how things are going to be. 
Getting overfixated on that first part makes it hard to 
see the room that we do have left.  

Every moment, someone makes a new decision, a 
new person is born, things change. I think that keep-
ing that dynamic quality of time in mind is really help-
ful for not thinking in too deterministic of a way. 

Another term you introduce is chronophage, a word for 
something that eats time. I think we all know that so-
cial media has a huge appetite for time. What advice 
do you have for people trying to wean themselves off 
Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok?

When I used that term I was quoting Richard Sey-
mour, author of The Twittering Machine. I don’t know if 
I have advice, but I speak from experience: It’s impor-
tant that even when you are in the grips of social me-
dia you acknowledge that it’s not an optimal amount 
of engagement for you. You acknowledge that I do need 
to know about this, but I don’t need to know about this at 
this rate.

I have found that most of my friends are relatively 
plugged-in people, and I find out about things anyway. 
There’s some kind of trust that you have to cultivate, 
that if you check in slightly less often, eventually you 
will find out about it through other channels. You are 
going to get the information, maybe just not in the 
same way that you’re used to.  

I think there’s a lot of uncertainty that underlies the 
compulsion to keep checking in.
Yes, and keep in mind that it doesn’t generally make 
you feel more secure, which I think is a lot of what you 
are looking for. I feel that way sometimes about lone-
liness and social media—there’s something that’s driv-
ing you to use that platform, and then you use it, and 
it just exacerbates that feeling instead of making it go 
away.

What are your hopes for how readers will approach this 
book?
The biggest hope is that someone would read it and 
then they would go back to their daily lives and things 

would appear different in a very concrete way. So, may-
be the way you think about time is different, maybe 
you’re noticing how time shows up in the world differ-
ently, and maybe it’s easier to think about the future. 
Because right now it’s really hard to think about the 
future. 

I was thinking recently about this experience I 
had when I was in the sixth grade. I went to a science 
camp, and the camp leaders had taken a part of a trail 
and made little prompts along it, cards hanging from 
a tree or something, and they had us each go down 
the trail alone, one at a time. The prompts were pret-
ty short, like “turn around and look at the view.” That 
made such an impression on me as a kid. I think that’s 
what I’m trying to do. Like, I wrote the cards, and I 
put them in the places, but ultimately it’s about the 
person’s individual experience and what they see when 
they are given those prompts. 

Mary Ann Gwinn is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist in 
Seattle. Saving Time was reviewed in the Feb. 1, 2023, issue.
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Ptolemy Philadelphos, survived the politically fraught transi-
tion. When she was sent to Rome (her brothers died shortly 
thereafter), she became thoroughly Romanized in Octavian’s 
household. As the daughter of the conquered and reviled 
queen of Egypt, she was subjected to the defilement of her 
ancient Egyptian culture. At the same time, writes the author, 
she “used her time in Rome wisely, learning exactly which 
aspects of Egypt and Egyptian culture the Romans found the 
most appealing.” Deemed to be a valuable pawn but somewhat 
dangerous, she was maneuvered into marriage in 25 B.C.E. to 
Gaius Julius Juba of Numidia, another North African mem-
ber of royalty in exile in Rome, and installed as queen in that 
North African client kingdom. The two monarchs modeled 
their own multicultural capital on Alexandria, and Cleopatra 
Selene’s 20-year reign allowed her to regain her status, “effec-
tively reconstituting the Ptolemaic dynasty,” which would 
have been immensely satisfying to her mother. Though Dray-
cott’s subject “will undoubtedly never reach the heights of 
fame, or infamy,” of her mother, the author presents a useful 
portrait by which she can “be judged on her own merits as an 

individual rather than as an idea or an archetype.” The book 
includes a few helpful maps and family trees.

A vivid portrayal of the difficult journey of an overlooked 
African queen.

THE WATCHDOG
How the Truman Committee 
Battled Corruption and 
Helped Win World War Two
Drummond, Steve
Hanover Square Press (448 pp.) 
$32.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781335449504  

The complex history of a campaign 
to ferret out profiteering and graft on the 
homefront during World War II.

Corruption among military contractors? No one will be 
shocked at the thought, not within living memory of the wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. Still, it’s something of a revelation that 
in America’s most patriotic war since the Revolution, the cor-
ridors of Washington filled with “power brokers, lobbyists, and 
contractors” who sought to steer lucrative military contracts to 
themselves and their clients—and then often delivered substan-
dard goods. Enter Harry Truman, at the beginning of the war 
an essentially unknown senator who immediately uncovered 
evidence of malfeasance. Equipped with a budget that, over 
the years, was less than $1 million to cover travel and salaries 
for a small staff, Truman proved a scourge to the profiteers. He 
and his investigators uncovered numerous examples of mili-
tary camps built on entirely unsuitable sites—in swamps or on 
waterless plains, for example. Not all of his cases involved out-
right corruption so much as the military’s habit of handing out 
contracts without enough due diligence. Even so, many more 
involved the use of shortcuts with poor-quality materials that 
endangered the lives of service personnel. The investigations, 
writes NPR senior editor Drummond, had two significant 
effects. One was to elevate Truman in the public eye, drawing 
enough attention that Franklin Roosevelt finally—and some-
what reluctantly—offered him the job of vice president. The 
other was to save countless lives that might have been lost due 
to failed engines or broken hulls. Not all of the intended aims 
were achieved, including reallocating contracts to small compa-
nies rather than major corporations and investigating job-site 
discrimination against minority workers. Still, by the author’s 
insightful account, in the end, the Truman Committee deliv-
ered the goods, making the committee one of the federal gov-
ernment’s great success stories.

Drummond shines a light on a dark, forgotten corner of 
wartime history.

“Drummond shines a light on a dark, 
forgotten corner of wartime history.” 

the watchdog

http://kirkus.com




6 6   |   1 5  m a r c h  2 0 2 3   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

SOIL
The Story of a Black 
Mother’s Garden
Dungy, Camille T.
Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781982195304  

A Black poet’s memoir of motherhood, 
gardening, and environmental justice.

In 2020, Dungy, an English professor 
at Colorado State, located in the majority-

White city of Fort Collins, received a Guggenheim fellowship, 
allowing her to take a break from teaching and focus on docu-
menting her project of transforming what had been a conventional 
suburban lawn into a pollinator garden full of native plants. “I was 
supposed to devote the year to capital-P Poetry,” she writes. Then 
the pandemic hit, requiring her daughter to attend school remotely, 
and in the fall, one of the many wildfires that roared through the 
state came within miles of destroying the family home—and with 

it, the garden. Instead of the conventional nature narrative, in which 
an individual—most often White and well-off—communes with 
nature, Dungy offers a more complex, nuanced story in which the 
experience of nature is vital but is also entangled with race, national 
and family history, motherhood, and more. The text is the literary 
equivalent of the garden Dungy gradually coaxed into being: lively, 
messy, beset by invasive weeds, colorful, constantly changing, never 
quite under control, and endlessly interconnected. Some of the book 
is about the garden itself—the process of ripping up sod and put-
ting down new earth only to have the wind attack it; the cherished 
birds who eat the seeds of the sunflowers and sometimes rip up their 
petals and leaves; and the plants themselves, whose names and evo-
lution the author vivifies on the page. Other parts of the book are 
about tangential subjects: American bison, the early years of Dungy’s 
marriage in California, the history of a garden in Virginia, the work 
of painter Mary Cassatt, and the murders of Black men by police. 
While the threads don’t always cohere neatly, they form a whole that 
reveals a remarkable mind in constant motion.

Sometimes thorny but deeply felt, fluidly written, and 
never boring.

NO HUMAN CONTACT
Solitary Confinement, 
Maximum Security, and Two 
Inmates Who Changed the 
System
Earley, Pete
Citadel/Kensington (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780806541884  

A grueling account of two longtime 
federal prisoners held in solitary confine-

ment for many years. 
In his latest investigation into the criminal justice system, 

Earley—whose 1992 book, The Hot House, documented time 
he spent getting to know the prisoners and guards at infamous 
Leavenworth Prison—concentrates on Thomas Silverstein, one 
of the men he got to know at Leavenworth, and Clayton Foun-
tain, another man subjected to long solitary confinement. Both 
were members of the Aryan Brotherhood, and both commit-
ted multiple murders while they were in prison. Fountain died 
in 2004 after 20 years of solitary confinement, and Silverstein 
died in 2019 after 36 years in solitary confinement. In the case of 
Silverstein, Earley makes heavy use of the many pages of docu-
ments he wrote describing (and justifying) his life and actions. 
Regarding Fountain, the author examines the book written 
about him by a Catholic priest after Fountain’s prison conver-
sion to Catholicism and his interviews with criminologist David 
Ward. The book includes little about the lives of the people who 
were murdered, and Earley is sympathetic toward his primary 
subjects and, by extension, others incarcerated in Supermax 
prisons. As he did in The Hot House and other books, the author 
makes a strong case that solitary confinement is undeniably 
inhumane and antithetical to any kind of possible rehabilita-
tion. Silverstein and Fountain were denied human contact for 23 
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hours per day or more, and they were constantly bathed in light 
and subjected to uncomfortable physical conditions and other 
deprivations. Earley’s contention that both men were “unlucky” 
is less convincing. By his own account, they spent much of their 
time in the open population plotting how to kill guards and 
other prisoners, particularly Black inmates in a rival gang. The 
author describes these killings in gruesome detail, weakening 
his case that the men shouldn’t have been kept separated from 
other prisoners and from the guards.

More lurid than enlightening.

KING 
A Life
Eig, Jonathan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (688 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780374279295  

Definitive life of the champion of 
civil rights.

Having placed Muhammad Ali in 
the canon of civil rights leaders with 
his 2017 biography, Eig turns to Martin 

Luther King Jr. (1929-1968) in a monumental biography. He did 
not begin life with that name: His parents “named him Michael 
King, no middle name, no initial, no ‘Junior.’ They called him 
Little Mike.” Though small, he was a scrapper on the football 
field and basketball court, a smart and serious student who 
entered Morehouse College early and, having traveled north on 
a work program and seen the magic of desegregation, became 
committed to civil rights. The name change, writes the author, 
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“An extraordinary achievement and an essential 
life of the iconic warrior for social justice.” 

king
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“was clinched during a 1934 trip to Germany, where King learned 
more about the sixteenth-century German friar.” King first 
forged the battle for civil rights in Montgomery, Alabama, in 
1955; in the 13 years he had left, he galvanized that struggle, 
carefully planning campaigns while refining his skills by, among 
other things, visiting India to study the nonviolent tactics of 
Gandhi. Though King “was a man, not a saint, not a symbol,” he 
was viewed both positively and negatively as the most impor-
tant advocate of Black rights—a program he would expand to 
include an anti–Vietnam War platform and a widening effort to 
end poverty worldwide. That spread him thin, but not enough 
to elude the obsessive hatred of J. Edgar Hoover, who “saw 
King as the ultimate disrupter of societal norms.” That he was, 
even if he was seen as too conservative by some Black militants 
and too radical by many Whites. Unlike biographers hitherto 
denied access, Eig examined recently released FBI files to show 
that there is no evidence that King was a communist operative, 
as Hoover alleged, though the files do show “the extent and 
determination of the bureau’s campaign to thwart King.”

An extraordinary achievement and an essential life of the 
iconic warrior for social justice.

COUNTRY CAPITALISM
How Corporations From the 
American South Remade Our 
Economy and the Planet
Elmore, Bart
Univ. of North Carolina (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 16, 2023
9781469673332  

How five major U.S. corporations 
based in the South are dealing with cli-
mate change.

In his latest, environmental history professor Elmore, the 
author of Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-Cola Capitalism and 
Seed Money: Monsanto’s Past and Our Food Future, makes an even-
handed, informative effort to view matters from the points 
of view of Coca-Cola, Delta Air Lines, Walmart, FedEx, and 
Bank of America. Of course, such massive corporations focus 
on profit, but they have no objection to a nominal expense for 
beneficent projects. Currently, pressure is increasing to spend 
money fighting climate change. Elmore begins with a short 
history of each company and then describes their responses, 
with outcomes varying from modest to minimal. Few readers 
would expect Coca-Cola to lead these efforts, but its CEO 
was the only one to pledge to eliminate its major pollutant, 
hydrofluorocarbons, used in the world’s refrigeration systems, 
which are thousands of times worse than carbon dioxide in 
warming the planet. Although converting to other chemicals 
has proved unexpectedly difficult, Coca-Cola did not back 
away from its pledge, but the results have been unimpres-
sive so far. Delta boasts that it reduces its carbon footprint 
by flying fuel-efficient aircraft, but Elmore shows how there 
is less there than meets the eye. Since fuel is an airline’s high-
est operating cost, efficiency is good business. Ironically, with 

declining petroleum prices in the 2010s, older gas guzzlers 
from the 1970s became so cheap that Delta began investing 
in them. Walmart, which sucks up land and small businesses, 
imports most merchandise from China, and pays workers 
poorly, proclaims its greenness but seems to be dragging 
its feet. Although not widely considered a polluter, Bank of 
America admits that its loans support urban sprawl, highways, 
fossil fuel production, and the destruction of wetlands and 
forests, and it intends to continue those practices.

A compelling argument that companies are willing but not 
eager to fight climate change.

FORTUNE’S BAZAAR
The Making of Hong Kong
England, Vaudine
Scribner (368 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 16, 2023
9781982184513  

A new history of Hong Kong, empha-
sizing the early traders and strivers of 
mixed ethnic backgrounds who shaped 
its singular development.

“Hong Kong was precisely the handy 
kind of small but clever place always needed on the edge of 
huge empires—hideaway and refuge, petri dish or sewer, and 
always a service stop providing fuel of all kinds for next ven-
tures,” writes England, who has been a journalist in East Asia 
for years. Located around a spectacular deep-sea harbor, Hong 
Kong has served as a convenient outpost for the empowered 
British Empire after the Napoleonic Wars as well as an entrepôt 
for the “newly unemployed, adventurous young men, ready to 
explore the seven seas.” While the majority of Hong Kongers 
were then and still are ethnically Chinese, England is keenly 
interested in what has attracted others to the city and the kinds 
of industry and family dynasties they created over the decades. 
After the British first visited Hong Kong in 1839, it became a 
hub on the thriving trade route, it had been a hub on the thriv-
ing trade route for centuries, attracting Jews, Parsis, Armenians, 
Indians, Malays, Filipinos, and the Tanka and Hakka people of 
China, all of whom were drawn to the myriad opportunities 
and created a mosaic of diversity. The author also shows how it 
became a place of refuge. “Chinese fled the Taiping Rebellion 
on the mainland, they fled poverty, women fled total control, 
and people left Macao, and South and Southeast Asia, in hopes 
of making their fortune in Hong Kong.” As Chinese national-
ism grew, tensions increased between those who valued the 
strength of diverse ethnicity and those who sought to maintain 
racial purity. England clearly delineates her deep research into 
Eurasian dynasties and moves more quickly through the Japa-
nese occupation and British handover.

An ambitious swath of Hong Kong social history, notable 
for particular insights about Eurasian entrepreneurs and 
dynasties.
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WASHED ASHORE
Family, Fatherhood, and 
Finding Home on Martha’s 
Vineyard
Eville, Bill
Godine (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781567927382  

A newspaper editor describes his 
experience as husband to a minister and 
breast cancer patient.

Eville, the editor of the Vineyard Gazette on Martha’s Vine-
yard and a New Jersey native who grew up listening to Bruce 
Springsteen (“essential to life”), spent time in the banking 
industry in New York City and then as a development execu-
tive in the film business. What he wanted, however, was to be a 
writer. While in New York, he reunited with high school class-
mate Cathlin, who was attending seminary at Judson Church. 
They fell in love, and the author admits it was an odd pairing for 

a man who “tended to keep my head down to avoid anything I 
feared might be theologically contagious.” By the early 2000s, 
they were married and living on the Vineyard. Cathlin became 
the minister of the First Congregational Church in West Tis-
bury, and Eville was a stay-at-home father (“the best job in the 
world”) to son Hardy and his little sister, Pickle. Eville eventu-
ally rose to become the Gazette’s editor, but life had a cruel 
twist in store: Cathlin’s diagnosis of breast cancer. In short 
chapters, the author chronicles the ordeal, which included 
chemotherapy, a double mastectomy, and months of radiation 
before she was cancer-free. For a book about a woman’s breast 
cancer, it’s odd that much of the focus is on the husband rather 
than the wife. Most of the story is about his relationship with 
his children, his past, and the effect his wife’s cancer had on 
him. Readers learn comparatively little about Cathlin. What’s 
here, however, is agreeably written and contains many charm-
ing scenes, from Eville’s introducing Pickle to Springsteen by 
singing from Seeger Sessions while he toilet trained her to the 
children’s sweet reactions to their mother’s illness—as when 
Hardy drew with his crayons “a battle scene with numerous 
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bad-guy cells and a ray gun destroying them; oddly enough, 
they all had mustaches.”

A sensitive portrait of one family’s struggles with illness, 
even if the spotlight isn’t always where it should be.

LADY CAROLINE LAMB
A Free Spirit
Fraser, Antonia
Pegasus (224 pp.) 
$28.95  |  June 6, 2023
9781639364053  

A modern reconsideration of the noto-
rious life and career of the early-19th-cen-
tury Anglo-Irish aristocrat and novelist.

Lady Caroline Lamb (1785-1828) has 
been the subject of countless works of 

literature and film adaptations, her place in history both illu-
minated and sullied by her affair with Lord Byron. Fraser, the 
celebrated biographer and novelist, delivers a lean yet spir-
ited account, offering further nuance to Lamb’s story within 
the thorny aristocratic society she inhabited. Narrated with 
dramatic verve and wit, this is ripe material for a potential 
TV series. Early on, Fraser establishes Lamb’s restless nature 
and eccentricities as well as her strengths. At an early age, she 
enjoyed a great deal of freedom, and she was exceptionally cre-
ative, well read, and multilingual. She was also remarkably car-
ing toward those less fortunate and forward-thinking regarding 
women’s rights, occasionally disguising herself as a pageboy 
to gain entrance into male establishments. Because Lamb was 
prone to emotional outbreaks, Fraser conjectures that she 
perhaps was bipolar. At 19, she fell in love with and married 
William Lamb, an up-and-coming politician (he later became 
Lord Melbourne and prime minister). Within a few years of 
their marriage, Caroline got entangled in a brief yet passion-
ate love affair with Lord Byron that would consume much of 
her future existence. In scrutinizing the scandalous nature of 
Lamb’s behavior, Fraser asserts how criticism reflected less on 
her extramarital activity, conduct that ran rampant among this 
society, than on her uninhibited publicizing of the affair, spot-
lighted in her anonymously published novel Glenarvon, a Gothic 
romance with thinly veiled portraits of Byron and herself. “It 
was the obvious connection with Lord Byron, calling attention 
to Caroline’s famous romance, which outraged the grand Whig 
ladies, themselves involved in endless extramarital affairs, to 
say nothing of mothering children by their lovers,” writes Fra-
ser. “She refused to abide by the Whig code of maximum discre-
tion—and maximum dissipation.”

A shrewd and sympathetic portrait of a fascinating, com-
plex “modern” woman.

HOMELANDS
A Personal History of Europe
Garton Ash, Timothy
Yale Univ. (368 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 23, 2023
9780300257076  

Longtime British journalist, author, 
and world traveler Garton Ash ponders 
the meaning of being European.

The author opens with the memory 
of being an exchange student in a French 

household at the time of the Apollo landing. “I won’t say that 
France seemed as far away as the moon,” he writes, “but it was 
everything the English have traditionally packed into the word 
‘foreign.’ ” Indeed, he writes, not so many years ago most Euro-
peans would never have gone to another nation “unless it was 
to do military service during a war.” The advent of inexpensive 
travel, mass communication, and postwar prosperity made it 
more possible to range broadly, reinforcing the sense that the 
nation-states of old were less meaningful than regional iden-
tity. As Garton Ash notes, even in Franco’s last years, Spain was 
overrun by tourists, one for every Spaniard, reflecting a process 
by which Germans, Britons, and Italians became European via 

“a personal, direct experience.” By the late 1980s, when com-
munism was crumbling, many European nations were com-
ing to the realization that monocultural societies were giving 
way to multicultural societies through the arrival of newcom-
ers—some from places such as the old Soviet Union, some 
from former African and Caribbean colonies, and some from 
other prosperous European countries simply seeking a change 
of scenery. Ironically, Garton Ash notes, this led to increasing 
ethnic separation at the same time, a process that “would con-
tinue, brutally, in what would soon be known as former Yugo-
slavia.” Now, he writes, the prospect of a united Europe faces 
what appears to be a quickening disintegration. There’s Brexit, 
for instance, and then there are the attacks on Hebdo, the arrival 
of increasing numbers of immigrants fleeing war and hardship 
in war-ravaged countries, the rise of nationalism and populism—
and, of course, the revival of fascism and militarism in the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine.

Is Europe a real entity or a mere wishful-thinking con-
struct? This closely observed book explores both possibilities.

EVERYDAY UTOPIA
What 2,000 Years of Wild 
Experiments Can Teach Us 
About the Good Life
Ghodsee, Kristen R.
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781982190217  

A lively series of thought experi-
ments on how to create a more just and 
equitable society.

“Is Europe a real entity or a mere wishful-thinking construct?
This closely observed book explores both possibilities.” 

homelands
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Ghodsee, a professor of Russian and East European stud-
ies and author of Why Women Have Better Sex Under Socialism, 
observes that there are many built-in aspects of modern society 
whose ancient roots yield “decidedly inegalitarian and sexist” 
results. Against these, she proposes “utopian” solutions, which 
many readers may dismiss as impractical. The author argues vig-
orously that they are not. Housing is created with the presump-
tion that someone—usually a woman—will do the cooking, 
cleaning, and routine maintenance behind closed doors. But 
what if communities were developed with private residences 
for sleeping and relaxing but with communal cooking spaces? 
The idea of private, enclosed homes is considered “normal,” 
Ghodsee writes, but “we might be more flexible than we imag-
ine.” One knock-on effect is the communal raising of children, 
freeing mothers from the “disproportionate burden” they bear 
while also reimagining the nuclear family to incorporate a lov-
ing community. Borrowing from the language of economics, 
Ghodsee considers children as a “public good”—i.e., a source 
of future support for previous generations, whether childless or 
not, and therefore worthy of attention and public investment, 
since “current citizens will (if they live long enough) depend 
on their contributions to society.” Further proposals include 
the decommodification of education and the establishment of 
controls so that anyone, regardless of their career path, would 
enjoy a living wage: “What if we were all less worried about the 
future because we lived in societies where one’s ability to have a 
decent life had little relationship to one’s profession?” Though 
Ghodsee’s proposals are decidedly utopian, readers who think 
deeper about them may agree that reshaping society is not such 
an unworkable thing after all.

Though endlessly arguable, a well-written book whose 
premises and prescriptions bear consideration.

THE WAGER 
A Tale of Shipwreck, 
Mutiny and Murder
Grann, David
Doubleday (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 18, 2023
9780385534260  

The author of Killers of the Flower 
Moon and The Lost City of Z returns with 
a rousing story of a maritime scandal.

In 1741, the British vessel the Wager, 
pressed into service during England’s war with Spain, was ship-
wrecked in a storm off the coast of Patagonia while chasing a 
silver-laden Spanish galleon. Though initially part of a fleet, by 
the time of the shipwreck, the Wager stood alone, and many of 
its 250 crew members already had succumbed to injury, illness, 
starvation, or drowning. More than half survived the wreckage 
only to find themselves stranded on a desolate island. Drawing 
on a trove of firsthand accounts—logbooks, correspondence, 
diaries, court-martial testimony, and Admiralty and govern-
ment records—Grann mounts a chilling, vibrant narrative of a 
grim maritime tragedy and its dramatic aftermath. Central to 

his populous cast of seamen are David Cheap, who, through a 
twist of fate, became captain of the Wager; Commodore George 
Anson, who had made Cheap his protégé; formidable gunner 
John Bulkeley; and midshipman John Byron, grandfather of 
the poet. Life onboard an 18th-century ship was perilous, as 
Grann amply shows. Threats included wild weather, enemy fire, 
scurvy and typhus, insurrection, and even mutiny. On the island, 
Cheap struggled to maintain authority as factions developed 
and violence erupted, until a group of survivors left—without 
Cheap—in rude makeshift boats. Of that group, 29 castaways 
later washed up on the coast of Brazil, where they spent more 
than two years in Spanish captivity; and three castaways, includ-
ing Cheap, landed on the shores of Chile, where they, too, were 
held for years by the Spanish. Each group of survivors eventu-
ally returned to England, where they offered vastly different 
versions of what had occurred; most disturbingly, each accused 
the other of mutiny, a crime punishable by hanging. Recount-
ing the tumultuous events in tense detail, Grann sets the Wager 
episode in the context of European imperialism as much as the 
wrath of the sea.

A brisk, absorbing history and a no-brainer for fans of the 
author’s suspenseful historical thrillers.

BIRTH
Three Mothers, Nine Months, 
and Pregnancy in America
Grant, Rebecca
Avid Reader Press (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781982170424  

A freelance journalist follows three 
women through pregnancy and child-
birth at a Portland, Oregon, birth center.

Grant, who writes about reproduc-
tive rights, health, and justice, trains her investigative eye on 
maternal health, following her subjects from preconception 
through the postpartum period. The three mothers whose 
experiences anchor the book (a teacher, a nurse, and a birth 
center administrator) all chose to use a birth center, “a middle 
ground between the home and the hospital”—a choice made by 
only a few percent of American women each year. Birth cen-
ters generally don’t offer pharmacological pain relief and are 
the “domain” of a “small but mighty category of birth workers: 
midwives.” Grant’s subjects all had slightly different reasons for 
deciding to give birth outside of a hospital, but a few common-
alities emerged: wanting to feel more “in control” during labor; 
a desire for a personalized, nurturing care environment; and a 
fear of the so-called “cascade of interventions,” the process by 
which, during a hospital birth, one obstetrical strategy, such as 
induction via Pitocin, can create situations requiring greater 
intervention, such as a C-section. The author skillfully inter-
weaves the personal stories of her subjects and their families 
with a clear and engaging history of American childbirth prac-
tices over the years. The “modern midwifery system,” Grant 
writes, “can be traced back to the 1600s,” when women crossing 
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the Atlantic “became midwives by necessity” when babies were 
born aboard ships. These de facto birth workers included both 
enslaved African women and the wives of White colonists. For 
the next several hundred years, midwifery retained a stronghold 
in Southern Black communities “due to a profound suspicion of 
white healthcare providers.” In the 20th century, a concerted 
effort on the part of the medical community moved birth out of 
the home and into the hospital—and, as the author notes, into 
the hands of largely male obstetricians.

A significant and compelling sociological investigation.

GOT YOUR NUMBER
The Greatest Sports Legends 
and the Numbers They Own
Greenberg, Mike with 
Paul “Hembo” Hembekides
Hyperion Avenue (320 pp.) 
$25.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781368073561  

A sportscaster decides which players 
own the numbers from one to 100.

Along with his longtime producer, 
Hembekides, ESPN stalwart Greenberg loves a good debate. 
He’s going to get them from readers after selecting not so much 
the 100 most accomplished players in sports history, but those 
whose exploits secured “ownership” of each number—e.g., 
Babe Ruth with No. 3 or Tom Brady with No. 12. In most cases, 
it’s about the men and women who wore the numbers, but other 
digits are awarded to such luminaries as Muhammad Ali, Billie 
Jean King, Michael Phelps, and Serena Williams, representing 
their total victories, winning streaks, or years they dominated. 
It’s a fun, entertaining, and totally subjective book, but Green-
berg’s hyperbole and smug certitude get tiresome, as they do on 
his radio show. Sports fans will concur with many of his selec-
tions but disagree vehemently with others. “Wayne Gretzky 
is the greatest athlete in the history of North American team 
sports,” he writes, and golf is “the greatest game ever invented.” 
Even for a book about superlatives, there is an eye-rolling excess 
of “greatest ever,” “best who ever lived,” and similar effusions. 
Greenberg allows his enthusiasms to run away with him, with a 
breathless writing style that grates after a few pages. Sometimes 
he contradicts himself: “Tom Brady is the greatest football 
player that has ever lived,” he writes; 50 pages later, he anoints 
Jim Brown as “the best football player that ever lived.” Green-
berg tries to hedge, contrasting “best” versus “greatest,” but this 
sort of splitting of hairs doesn’t cut it. One of the author’s favor-
ite phrases is, “there is no doubt.” Readers, however, will find 
plenty to doubt in these pages, and the author fails to provide 
enough contextual information to back up his choices.

Credit Greenberg for assembling a deluge of fascinating 
statistics. Bench him for hyperextended prose.

HIS MAJESTY’S AIRSHIP
The Life and Tragic Death of 
the World’s Largest Flying 
Machine
Gwynne, S.C.
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$32.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781982168278  

The tale of a forgotten aeronautical 
disaster.

Popular historian Gwynne, author of 
Rebel Yell and Empire of the Summer Moon, tells the story of the 
dirigible known as R101, a behemoth “larger by volume than 
the Titanic.” It resembled the Titanic in other ways, but the 
Exxon Valdez comes to mind as Gwynne examines the sobriety 
of its captain at a critically important moment. The author 
centers his narrative on the zeppelin’s champion, a member 
of the minor British nobility known as Lord Thomson of 
Cardington, the place name referring to “a gritty little indus-
trial suburb” whose workers built the world’s largest airship 
in 1930. In those days, notes the author, airplanes were con-
fined to short-distance flights, whereas helium- or hydrogen-
filled giant balloons could travel at a comfortable clip across 
vast expanses of land or ocean. The trouble was, as the zep-
pelins that bombarded London during World War I showed, 
these balloons were extremely vulnerable to fire—if not in 
midair, then when they crashed. Gwynne nimbly recounts 
the odd politics of the construction of R101, which involved 
government support and a good bit of backroom dealing, as 
well as the details of balloon construction, including gasbag 
intestines that “might normally have been used as sausage 
casings”—and thus might not have inspired confidence. Need-
less to say, things did not end well for R101, and the author 
devotes his later pages to an autopsy of the disaster that befell 
it as well as the tragic tales of other airships, such as the U.S. 
Navy’s Akron, “the worst airship disaster in history,” and, most 
famously, the Hindenburg. Gwynne also spins a nicely intrigu-
ing side story involving Thomson and his infatuation with a 
Romanian princess who served as his muse, a brilliant woman 
who uttered amusing apothegms such as, “Giving a virgin to a 
man is like giving a Stradivarius to a monkey.”

A sturdy, well-paced contribution to aviation history. 

THE BILL 
OF OBLIGATIONS 
The Ten Habits of 
Good Citizens
Haass, Richard
Penguin Press (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 24, 2023
9780525560654  

The president of the Council on For-
eign Relations delivers a useful program 
of civic improvement for a divisive time.

http://kirkus.com
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It’s an idea as old as Rousseau: With rights come respon-
sibilities toward the social contract. To this, Haass adds the 
admonition that “American democracy will work and reform 
will prove possible only if obligations join rights at center 
stage.” Those rights are constitutionally enumerated even if 

“the struggle over rights…continues to this day.” The obligations 
are less well enshrined, though the 10 Haass offers are unobjec-
tionable. The first, echoing the right of freedom of speech and 
thought, asks that citizens be informed about how the govern-
ment works and be prepared to participate in civic duties. On 
that second point, the fundamental obligation is to vote (and 
to insist on it when that right is impeded). “Voting is the most 
basic act of citizenship,” writes the author. “It creates a bond 
between the individual and government and between the indi-
vidual and country.” Given a largely uninformed citizenry, that 
bond would seem tenuous, and it’s also conditioned by a lack of 
civility, which asks of each citizen a reasoned willingness to set 
aside ideology in order to deal with matters of shared concern 
or interest “on their merits, not on motives you may ascribe to 
those making the arguments.” Civility bespeaks a willingness to 
accept another obligation, which is to reject and repudiate vio-
lence of the kind we saw on Jan. 6, 2021. Civility also feeds into 
the obligation to respect norms and the lessons of civics, such 
as the idea that the common good often overrules one’s selfish 
demands—e.g., being allowed to smoke in a crowded restau-
rant or walk around unvaccinated and unmasked in a pandemic. 
Sadly, of course, those who most need to read this agreeably 
thoughtful book likely won’t, but that’s the way of the world.

Readers of every political stripe would benefit from hear-
ing out these well-reasoned arguments.

SAVED
A War Reporter’s Mission To 
Make It Home
Hall, Benjamin
Harper/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063309661  

A Fox News war reporter writes of 
his hellish and near-fatal experiences in 
the field.

During his career, Hall has gone 
“wherever civilization was collapsing under the assault of fac-
tions and ideologies—to Aleppo in Syria, Mosul in Iraq, Kabul 
in Afghanistan, Mogadishu in Somalia—always maneuvering 
as close to the front lines as I could,” constantly confronted by 
the “brutal reality of war.” Working as a war correspondent in 
Ukraine, he suffered serious injuries from a Russian bomb that 
killed two of his colleagues. Hall is nothing if not thoughtful: 
His meditations on the events of his life preceding that terrible 
moment are always about the well-being of others, especially 
vis-à-vis his work. Should he record the moment as a fighter 
dies? Does he take sides? It seems clear that in the case of Rus-
sia’s Ukrainian incursion, his sympathies lie with the invaded, 
even though “it was not my job to tell people how I felt. It was 

my job to give viewers the news they needed to know, and to 
convey how the Ukrainians felt about what was happening. By 
then I had learned how to squirrel my emotions safely away in 
my pocket.” The author’s story centers largely on his struggle 
to regain health and capabilities after having suffered what 
medical personnel call polytrauma as well as significant burns. 
He was airlifted for treatment at U.S. military hospitals and 
rehabilitation centers while being accorded the unusual kind-
nesses of strangers. These included a Special Forces soldier who 
offered him gummy bears on his gurney high above the Atlantic 
and the medical staff who worked around the clock to save his 
life and as much of his body as they could. It makes for an affect-
ing, singular story.

Not for the fainthearted, but a bracing tale of life on the 
edge of death.

THE STORY OF ART 
WITHOUT MEN 
Hessel, Katy
Norton (512 pp.) 
$45.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780393881868  

An indispensable primer on the his-
tory of art, with an exclusive focus on 
women.

Prominent 19th-century art critic John 
Ruskin once proclaimed, “the woman’s 

intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, 
arrangement, and decision,” and traces of this misguided and malig-
nant sentiment can still be found over a century later in art institu-
tions around the world. A 2019 study found that “in the collections 
of eighteen major US art museums, 87 percent of artworks were by 
men, and 85 percent by white artists.” There’s a lot to be mad about, 
but London-based art historian Hessel nimbly pivots that energy 
into a constructive, revelatory project. This book is not a mere 
rebuttal to the aforementioned discrimination; deftly researched, 
the text reveals an alternate history of centuries of artistic move-
ments. With palpable excitement, the author shifts the focus from 
widely known male participants to the unsung female players of 
the time. Art aficionados will delight in Hessel’s sleight of hand 
and marvel at her wide, inclusive reach. Spanning from Baroque art 
to the present day, she effortlessly removes “the clamour of men” 
and, in a series of short biographical profiles, shapes a historical arc 
that still feels grounded even without a familiar male presence. Art 
history must “reset,” Hessel writes, and she positions her book as 
an important first step in that reconfiguration. While the author 
progresses mostly movement by movement, her broader tangents 
are particularly profound. One of many highlights is a generous 
overview of queer artists of the Weimar era. Hessel is occasionally 
uneven with how much content she allots each artist, and some 
perfunctory profiles feel like the result of trying to highlight as 
many names as possible. Nonetheless, even the shortest gloss pro-
vides enough intrigue to be a successful introduction to an artist 
who might otherwise be forgotten.

An overdue upending of art historical discourse.

“An overdue upending of art historical discourse.” 
the story of art without men
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IN OUR SHOES
On Being a Young Black 
Woman in Not-So “Post-
Racial” America
Holt, Brianna
Plume (304 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9780593186398  

Essays exploring unjust conditions 
faced by Black women as well as what White 
people should do to dismantle racism.

“In this part memoir, part cultural critique,” Holt writes, “I 
have done my best to describe what it means to be a young Black 
woman navigating ‘post-racial’ America through my memories, 
recollections, and experiences.” The author, who has worked 
for BuzzFeed and written for Rolling Stone, the Guardian, and 
other publications, signed a book deal after her 2020 New York 
Times op-ed about celebrating Juneteenth went viral. Now 27, 
she focuses on cultural appropriation in society and especially 
on social media. “Black women’s style and swag are often sto-
len and then praised on their white counterparts,” writes the 
author, “rendering Black women invisible, or worse, denigrated 
for the very things white people have stolen from them.” Holt 
posits that “the idea that we live in a post-racial society” may 
be responsible for the widespread belief that “unity or simple 
notions of togetherness are solutions to solving racism and 
creating a more just world for Black people….But that simply 
isn’t the case.” Drawing from more than 100 sources, includ-
ing studies, videos, tweets, and interviews she conducted, Holt 
illustrates insidious examples of how “whiteness often practices 
self-preservation,” which leads to numerous deleterious effects 
on Black women. The chapters bear titles such as “Leave the 
Box Braids for the Black Girls” and “The Road to Healing On- 
and Offline,” and all close with descriptions of actions neces-
sary for improvement. For example, Holt writes, White women 

“must self-reflect and acknowledge their own blind spots, while 
simultaneously counteracting them by making space for, show-
ing up for, and passing along opportunities to Black women.” 
Holt offers particularly potent critiques of unconscious bias in 
the workplace and the many flaws inherent in White feminism.

A commendable, colloquial perspective on a continually 
fraught topic.

NFTS ARE A SCAM / NFTS ARE 
THE FUTURE
Hundreds, Bobby
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(224 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780374610296  

An undercooked introduction to 
cryptocurrency and non-fungible tokens.

Hundreds runs a streetwear label and 
has minted his own NFTs, both of which 

provide his book a foundation of industry experience. But 
despite an eager narrative and insightful interviews, it comes 
up short. The author rushes through technical details, which 
are often overshadowed by meandering cultural commentary 
and speculation. What’s a blockchain? “You can google it,” he 
explains in his prologue. Written between 2021 and 2022, the 
book is a “snapshot” of that time, and he’s “cognizant that there 
are outdated remarks.” Though often informative, the author 
rearticulates ideas throughout multiple essays. Slang and acro-
nyms like FUD (Fear, Uncertainty, Doubt) are repeatedly parsed 
out, as if each appearance is the reader’s first introduction. Hun-
dreds assumes his readership is familiar with his fashion label, 
and some essays feel like sales pitches, particularly those that 
tout his company’s efforts to lead the digital fashion scene in 
the metaverse. A lengthy account of the creation of his “Adam 
Bomb Squad” NFTs is compelling, but it shines a light more on 
the expanding fashion industry than on the crypto wave. Most 
problematic is the author’s view of his readership. Following a 
comment about his kids’ interest in digital Fortnite costumes, 
he writes: “you’re no different….You’d rather curate your page 
instead of decorating your home.” During Zoom meetings, 

“people started facing their cameras toward their bookshelves 
to appear well-read. Others dropped a colorful painting behind 
their heads to associate with culture.” This jaded take muddles 
his message. NFTs may indeed be a community-driven new 
wave of media on a cutting-edge platform, but Hundreds is 
unable to explain the phenomenon without framing its par-
ticipants as either savvy businesspeople or always-online users 
looking for something unique to enhance their digital existence. 
The plethora of readers who don’t fall into these two categories 
will find little resonance.

An uneven overview that fails to step outside its own scene.

MISTAKEN FOR AN EMPIRE
A Memoir in Tongues
Imperial, Christine
Mad Creek/Ohio State Univ. Press 
(280 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  April 7, 2023
9780814258637  

A Los Angeles–based Filipino Ameri-
can writer meditates on the meaning 
of living in a country that never fully 
acknowledged its status as an empire.

In this extended, innovative prose poem written at the 
intersection of English and Tagalog, Imperial explores the 
challenges of dealing with the legacy of colonialism. She begins 
with a memory of reading Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The 
White Man’s Burden,” which encouraged the U.S. to assume 
the “burden” of governing the Philippines. She hated Kipling’s 
work and its racist sentiments about the “half devil and half 
child” Filipino people. Yet the poem haunted her enough that 
as an adult, she attempted what no one else had done: trans-
lating it into Tagalog. These efforts led Imperial to reflect on 
her many (often disorienting) moves between the U.S. and 

http://kirkus.com


the Philippines as well as the pain that translating the poem, 
alongside her own fractured experiences, represented. The 
author’s American citizenship offered her privileged status, 
especially in the eyes of Filipino relatives, but at the same time, 
Imperial realized that that status meant a kind of collusion 
with a power that had actively worked to discourage or sup-
press liberation movements in the Philippines and elsewhere, 
including Mexico. It also meant enduring White supremacist 
mistrust of the kind she saw in Department of Homeland 
Security arrests of Philippine nationals overstaying visas and 
on billboards in LA that reminded Filipino residents—in their 
own language—to “report suspicious behavior to the FBI.” 
Kipling’s “burden,” Imperial suggests, is far more nuanced 
than many believe. For the U.S., it represents the accumulated 
weight of its own, unacknowledged racism; for the author, it 
represents the weight of living with a profound ambivalence 
about being an American citizen. This highly experimental 
work will appeal primarily to readers who enjoy the challenge 
of bilingual literary experiments or to Filipino American read-
ers interested in digging further into their heritage.

An intriguing and provocative book.

THE WRECK
A Daughter’s Memoir of 
Becoming a Mother
Jackson, Cassandra
Viking (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780593490020  

Longing for a baby, a woman discov-
ers her family’s gnarled history.

In this intimate and candid memoir, 
Jackson—a professor of English, writer 

on race and literature, and co-author of The Toni Morrison Book 
Club—recounts two grueling experiences: undergoing a lengthy 
period of in vitro fertilization beginning when she was 36 and, 
at the same time, painfully probing family mysteries. Why, she 
wonders, do she and her older sister look so different? What 
happened in the car crash that killed so many in her father’s 
family, including his first wife, mother, sister, and 4-year-old 
niece, for whom Jackson was named? Both of her desires—
for a child and for answers to gnawing questions—became as 
obsessive as they were frustrating, and both were entangled 
with issues of race. Jackson suffered insensitive treatment by 
physicians, nurses, and therapists, Black and White, old and 
young. One Black doctor assured her that Black women have 
no problems with fertility, unlike White women. Indeed, in 
the Alabama town where she grew up, there were many teen-
age mothers, including a 15-year-old who had her brother’s son. 

“Poor Black girls have babies because nobody expects them to 
do anything else,” Jackson observes. Near her home in New 
Jersey, the sight of a pregnant Black teenager elicits “envy and 
disgust” that the girl has what she, an educated, professional 
Black woman, is struggling for. Jackson reveals her desperation 
when repeated hormone treatments yielded few eggs; and when 

those eggs were fertilized, pregnancies failed. She found herself 
grieving the loss of embryos, just as she had been grieving her 
lost relatives, “people whose ghosts have haunted us ever since I 
can remember being alive.” The author creates vivid portraits of 
her stoic, irreverent, and warmhearted father; her judgmental, 
pragmatic mother; and her supremely patient and loving hus-
band. Though the book’s subtitle gives away the happy ending, 
tension never flags.

A perceptive memoir about race, love, and legacy.

TELL ME EVERYTHING
Kelly, Minka
Henry Holt (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781250852069  

An actor’s account of growing up 
with her erratic single mother.

Beautiful and childlike, Kelly’s mother, 
Maureen, was a charming drug addict who 
treated her daughter like her “favorite play-
mate.” Maureen thought nothing of taking 

Minka with her to the Hollywood strip club where she worked 
or home with the men on whom she depended. They moved 
often, sometimes living in places like storage units and friends’ 
garages; yet Maureen, “who brought the party wherever she 
went,” always managed to turn difficulty into a magical adven-
ture. By the time the author was in middle school, Maureen, 
who had worn out her welcome with every friend in Los Ange-
les, decided to move to Albuquerque to stay with the bighearted 
Mexican American family of an ex-lover named David. Kelly 
readily embraced the warmth of her new environment and 
learned how to fight against those who bullied her for being a 

“white girl.” At the same time, she began repeating her mother’s 
patterns of behavior by seeking out men “to confirm my worth.” 
When her mother and David suddenly left Albuquerque when 
Kelly was 16, she began working in a peep show for money to 
live independently before going to LA with the help of her 
estranged father. There, she became a scrub nurse, fell out with 
her increasingly volatile mother, and studied acting. Not long 
into her new life, Kelly received invitations to do commercials 
and guest appearances on TV shows, and then she landed a star-
ring role in the hit series Friday Night Lights. Rather than shield 
Kelly from her past, however, fame forced her into an excruciat-
ing but necessary confrontation with it and her troubled—and 
now dying—mother. The author is not shy about discussing dif-
ficult topics, and this candid text will appeal to Kelly’s fans and 
to readers seeking a courageous story of self-acceptance.

A generous and humane memoir.
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“A perceptive memoir about race, love, and legacy.” 
the wreck
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NERVOUS SYSTEMS
Brain Science in the Early 
Cold War
Killen, Andreas
HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$32.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780062572653  

How modern neuroscience got its 
start.

History professor Killen, author of 
1973 Nervous Breakdown: Watergate, Warhol, 

and the Birth of Post-Sixties America, opens with a 1953 symposium 
in Quebec, where leading specialists from psychologists to neu-
rosurgeons agreed that recent developments had brought them 
to the threshold of major breakthroughs. Readers settling in to 
learn science history will discover that Cold War is in the book’s 
title for a reason. By 1953, it was well underway, the Korean War 
was in progress, and America was shocked when several dozen 
POWs held in North Korean prison camps publicly confessed 
to war crimes and others refused to return home. They had been 

“brainwashed.” Skeptics among scientists and the CIA insisted 
(and later studies confirmed) that intense deprivation and 
coercion can lead to this condition, but other experts and the 
American public believed that Russian scientists had perfected 
mind control. There followed an avalanche of research, gener-
ously financed by American intelligence agencies, into ways 
of manipulating the mind to gain an advantage on the global 
geopolitical stage. Often called “the Manhattan Project of the 
mind,” this series of studies sought to weaponize the behavioral 
sciences to counteract brainwashing and provide America with 
weapons of its own. No such weapons turned up, and many 
studies involving LSD and electricity violated even the minimal 
ethical standards of the time. Other authors emphasize these 
transgressions, but Killen devotes equal space to new areas that 
fascinated researchers—e.g., the electroencephalogram, sen-
sory deprivation, stimulation of the living brain in the operat-
ing room, and psychopharmacology. These revelations melded 
vividly into the 1960s counterculture and took their next great 
leap forward with improved imaging technology in the 1990s. 
Their unsavory aspects dropped from sight until the torture 
scandals of the 21st-century war on terror returned them to 
public consciousness.

A sturdy history of the bumpy but never dull pioneering 
decades of brain science.

YOU HAVE TO BE 
PREPARED TO DIE 
BEFORE YOU CAN 
BEGIN TO LIVE 
Ten Weeks in Birmingham 
That Changed America
Kix, Paul
Celadon Books (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781250807694  

Thoroughgoing study of the civil 
rights movement as it played out on a critical Alabama 
battlefield.

Though founded after the Civil War, in 1871, Birmingham 
was a center of neo-Confederate revanchism. “These people are 
vicious,” said one police officer at the time, referring to those 

“who could be the Klan.” As historian Kix notes, the city was 
poor, dangerous, polluted, and marked by one of the lowest lit-
eracy rates in the nation. Its infamous sheriff, Bull Connor, “was 
never quite the disease of Birmingham but a symptom,” a high 
school dropout who shrewdly realized, after working dead-end 
jobs, that “a hatred of Blacks and drawn-out populism toward 
whites could propel a political rise.” Pit the violent, autocratic 
Connor against nonviolent Martin Luther King Jr., and the 
outcome seems almost foreordained—except that King’s non-
violence and the savagery of Connor’s policing, evidenced most 
plainly by an infamous photograph showing a Black teenager 
being mauled by a police dog, led to nationwide sympathy for 
the civil rights marchers. They also finally got John and Robert 
Kennedy, hitherto indifferent to the Black struggle for equality, 
off the fence to bring about the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the 
beginning step in dismantling desegregation. All that didn’t 
stop Connor, whose deputies arrested 973 children in a single 
demonstration, but again, “the piercing screams of the children” 
created nothing but sympathy. Kix’s vivid and often madden-
ing account of police brutality, ignorant racism, and the power 
of misguided ideas makes for sobering reading. Of course, the 
struggle for civil rights continues, but Birmingham wrought 
meaningful results: the ability of the author, for example, to 
marry a Black woman, expanded voter rights, and more, includ-
ing King’s world-changing “Letter From Birmingham Jail.” Even 
so, writes the author, “America has always been home to both 
hope and hate,” and the latter always persists.

An eloquent contribution to the literature of civil rights 
and the ceaseless struggle to attain them.
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WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW WILL 
MAKE A WHOLE NEW WORLD
A Memoir
Lazard, Dorothy
Heyday (224 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  May 16, 2023
9781597146081  

A coming-of-age memoir takes readers 
to the Bay Area of the late 1960s and ’70s.

“It was the first, best time to be a 
Black kid in this country,” writes Lazard, 

and readers will be hard-pressed to disagree as they witness her 
flourishing against the backdrop of the Black Arts Movement. 
The author moved with her mother and older brother from 
St. Louis to Haight-Ashbury in 1968, when she was 9. After an 
early spell in a St. Louis orphanage, where she was surrounded 
by “enshrouded white women and awful white kids who’d come 
up to you and rub your skin to see if the color could be rubbed 
off,” Lazard was “delighted” with the vigorous diversity of her 
San Francisco elementary school, with “white kids, Chinese 
kids, Filipino kids, Mexican kids, Japanese kids, racially mixed 
kids, and, best of all, Negro kids like me.” Later, in Oakland, she 
began “to understand how many types of Black kids there were. 
There were middle-class kids and working-class kids, kids with 
only a mom to take care of them, kids who were dirt poor. Our 
neighborhood held multitudes.” As they moved from neighbor-
hood to neighborhood, Lazard found space for herself within 
her bustling extended family, in the library, and as a Black 
woman. For the most part, the author adopts a smooth but for-
mal style, but she has a knack for memorable turns of phrase: A 
cadre of Black teachers are “not simply Black [but] evangelically 
Black”; an obnoxious moviegoer is “dressed like the last pimp in 
California.” Lazard’s story may exemplify a cultural awakening 
experienced by many of her Black peers, but it is also intensely 
individual, shaped as much by her own family circumstances 
as by the world around her. “I foolishly never looked at my life 
as something anyone would want to read about,” she writes 
toward the end of the memoir; readers are fortunate she got 
over that notion.

Compelling and memorable.

HELL TO PAY
How the Suppression of 
Wages Is Destroying America
Lind, Michael
Portfolio (240 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780593421253  

An energetic case for rethinking 
America’s economy in favor of working 
people.

As Lind shows, collective bargain-
ing is the “central issue” at the heart of meaningful economic 
reform to reduce income inequality. There are several parts to 

that concept, including advancing union membership—unions 
are important counterbalances to the owners and rulers—and 
enshrining a series of measures to limit the ability of employ-
ers to offshore American jobs or bring in immigrant labor to 
perform it. Striking a populist tone, Lind urges that the immi-
gration system must be remade to effectively bar the arrival 
of “unskilled” labor and sharply reduce the number of suppos-
edly “skilled” immigrants, who are still poorly paid. “If H-1Bs 
are geniuses with unique and valuable skills that both Ameri-
can workers and immigrants with green cards lack,” writes the 
author, “then why are tech firms and their contractors so careful 
to pay most of their H-1Bs the very lowest wages possible under 
U.S. law?” A touch less stridently, Lind questions the “credential 
arms race” whereby companies prefer college degrees for jobs 
that don’t really require them, a shoot-self-in-the-foot strategy 
that keeps workers off the market while chasing degrees, sup-
porting a corrupt academic establishment while at the same 
time suppressing the birth rate. The entire system, Lind argues, 
is predicated on a welfare state that “privatizes the benefits of 
cheap labor and socializes the costs.” Employers are able to 
keep wages low because that welfare state is willing to subsidize 
workers with food stamps and the like, passing the cost from 
the corporate bottom line to American taxpayers. Along the 
way, Lind proposes remaking the funding of Medicare and man-
dating a living wage. Though it will be a slog to get any of this 
done, Lind closes by insisting that it “is worth a try.”

A provocative, sometimes controversial manifesto against 
“neoliberal globalism.”

THE ELEPHANTS OF 
THULA THULA
Malby-Anthony, Françoise with Kate Sidley
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781250284259  

The third volume in the Elephant 
Whisperer series.

In this follow-up to An Elephant in 
My Kitchen, Malby-Anthony continues 
her loving portrait of the Thula Thula 

wildlife reserve, which she co-founded in 1998 with her late hus-
band, South African conservationist Lawrence Anthony, who 
published the first book in the series, The Elephant Whisperer, 
in 2009. Following his death in 2012, Malby-Anthony sought 
to honor his legacy by continuing his vision “to create a mas-
sive conservancy in Zululand, incorporating our land and other 
small farms and community land into one great big game park.” 
At the same time, the elephants gave her “a sense of purpose 
and direction.” In the Zulu language, thula means quiet, and 
though the author consistently seeks to provide that calm to her 
charges, peace and tranquility are not always easy to come by 
at Thula Thula. In this installment, Malby-Anthony discusses 
many of the challenges faced by her and her staff, particularly 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. These included an aggressive, 
2-ton rhino named Thabo; the profound loss felt by all upon the 
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“A heartwarming and inspiring story for animal lovers.” 
the elephants of thula thula
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death of their elephant matriarch, Frankie; difficulty obtaining 
permits and the related risk of having to relocate or cull some 
of their animals; the fear of looting and fire due to civil unrest 
in the region; and the ongoing and potentially deadly struggles 
with poachers. Throughout, the author also shares many warm, 
lighthearted moments, demonstrating the deep bond felt 
among the humans and animals at the reserve and the powerful 
effects of the kindness of strangers. “We are all working in unity 
for the greater good, for the betterment of Thula Thula and all 
our wildlife….We are humbled by the generosity and love, both 
from our guests and friends, and from strangers all around the 
world,” writes the author. “People’s open-hearted support kept 
us alive in the darkest times.”

A heartwarming and inspiring story for animal lovers.

WALKING WITH SAM
A Father, a Son, and Five 
Hundred Miles Across Spain
McCarthy, Andrew
Grand Central Publishing (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 9, 2023
9781538709207  

A father and son take to the road.
Actor and travel writer McCarthy 

recounts an arduous, emotional five-
week, 500-mile trek on the Camino de 

Santiago with his 19-year-old son, Sam, a walk that McCarthy 
had completed 25 years before, when he was in his early 30s 
and looking for insight. “Single and childless,” he recalls, “I was 
several years removed from a drinking habit that had derailed 
my life. I had put down cigarettes just eight months earlier. My 
movie career, which had once showed such promise, was essen-
tially over. And I was terrified to be making this walk alone.” 
The second time around, instead of terror, he felt anxious hope 
that walking together would foster an “emotional transition” in 
his relationship with his son, which, he admits, had been rocky. 
For his part, Sam agreed to go on the walk in the aftermath of 
a romantic breakup. Irritable and self-absorbed, he was far less 
interested in talking to his father—his responses were often 
curt, punctuated by “whatever”—and much more focused on 
scrolling his phone, calling friends, and checking social media. 
For the few hundred miles, when Sam did talk, it was mostly 
about his ex, and sometimes about his parents’ divorce, which 
sent him back and forth between households. For his part, the 
author thought about his insecurities as a parent, his relation-
ship with his angry, volatile father, and his capacity for happi-
ness and love. The walk, McCarthy reflects, “acts as a receptacle 
for our fears, doubts, and resentments, while summoning our 
more noble traits.” As a travelogue, the narrative is no advertise-
ment for the pilgrimage. The trail is blisteringly hot and dusty, 
and in villages along the way, the two encountered surly waiters, 
bad food, and inadequate places to stay. The walk, though, was 
never about the destination but rather about a father and son 
readying themselves for a new stage in their lives.

A candid record of a difficult journey.

THESE ARE THE PLUNDERERS
How Private Equity Runs―
and Wrecks―America
Morgenson, Gretchen & Joshua Rosner
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 9, 2023
9781982191283  

The troubled story of private equity, 
which is anything but equitable.

Private equity, write financial jour-
nalists Morgenson and Rosner, typically 

builds nothing. Instead, it leverages troubled companies, loots 
what assets they have, trims expenses to the bone, and often 
leaves acquisitions in bankruptcy or ruin. One philosopher the 
authors quote calls it “asshole capitalism,” and while the authors 
are a touch more genteel, they don’t hesitate to call the practitio-
ners of “this rapacious form of capitalism” pirates and worse. By 
way of example, they look into the private-equity acquisition of 
nursing homes, a favorite target. In those cases, equity ownership 
equates to a far higher death rate, more visits to emergency rooms, 
and increased Medicare costs. Private equity has also absorbed 
huge chunks of the medical sector, laying off doctors and cutting 
out essential services even at the height of the coronavirus pan-
demic. On that note, the authors observe, private owners took 
great pains to use the cheapest possible ventilators for Covid-19 
patients in critical care, which finally resulted in a federal fine of 
$40.5 million, a fraction of what they made. As Morgenson and 
Rosner clearly show, the pirates are flourishing; while there were 
but three “debt-fueled billionaires” in 2005, there were 22 in 2020. 
Much of this wealth comes from self-dealing, for apart from own-
ing medical providers, private equity is also heavily invested in 
insurance, ripe with the possibilities of conflict of interest. No 
matter what the sector—and equity is now moving rapidly into 
education—the modus operandi is the same: “slash costs, elimi-
nate higher-paid union workers, and reduce employee benefits; 
shut down less profitable divisions; or acquire competitors to 
bolster the pricing power of the company they own.” In addition, 
these firms, which have doubled in number in the last decade—
are well protected in Congress.

A well-documented, maddening book that cries out for 
legislative reform and regulation.

GLIMMER
A Story of Survival, Hope, 
and Healing
Murphy, Kimberly Shannon with 
Genevieve Field
Harper Wave (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780063228269  

A cathartic memoir about childhood 
abuse and the aftermath.

“The suffering won’t end, in my fam-
ily or anyone’s, unless we speak up,” writes Murphy, a first-time 
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author and successful Hollywood stuntwoman. “So that’s what 
I’ll do.” Divided into three parts (“Splitting,” “Spinning,” and 

“Landing”), the narrative primarily unfolds chronologically. The 
author recounts chilling details about the sexual molestation 
she suffered, beginning when she was 2, at the hands of her 
maternal grandfather, as well as her grandmother’s blind com-
plicity. Writing about an instance when she was in the bathroom, 
Murphy notes, “It happens just like every other time: a crack in 
the door…the tasseled dress shoes, stepping through.” In spite 
of overwhelming signs, including her diagnosis with herpes, 
the author mostly suffered alone. “The thing about incest: it 
messes with your mind,” Murphy writes, “and makes you forget 
who you are, who you were, and what you were meant for in 
this world.” Following her grandfather’s death when she was 10, 
Murphy broke her silence by confiding the truth to her mother, 
who told her that she experienced the same abuse but had only 
begun to remember. Murphy began to disassociate and became 
bulimic, and she could not avoid her extensive triggers: “I don’t 
know why, but especially when things are going well for me—I 
seek my triggers out.” After years as an acrobat, the author 
found success as a stunt double. “It turns out every stunt is 
symbolic,” she writes, “a new declaration that I’m in control of my 
life.” Murphy cites this as one reason she loves her job: “I some-
times get to be the avenger, rising up to kick the oppressor’s 
ass.” At 30, the author began to see a therapist regularly, and she 
describes how helpful “MDMA therapy” has been. Cameron 
Diaz provides the introduction.

This painful, inspiring story demonstrates that healing is 
neither easy nor linear, but it is possible.

THINNING BLOOD
A Memoir of Family, Myth, 
and Identity
Myers, Leah
Norton (176 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781324036708  

A Native American writer reflects on 
her ties to her dwindling tribe.

Georgia native Myers was 12 when 
she first traveled to the tribal homelands 

of the S’Klallam people in Washington state. Even though she 
was not raised to fully embrace her heritage, she knew that her 
soul had found its rightful home. In this four-part collection of 
essays, the author excavates the history of the women in her 
S’Klallam bloodline and reflects on how she may be the last per-
son in her family who will ever carry “the title of tribal member 
according to our blood quantum laws.” She organizes the text 
like an imaginary totem pole, with each of the four family mem-
bers she discusses represented through an animal spirit story 
and essays that intertwine their lives—and Myers’ own—with 
S’Klallam history and culture. Her full-blooded great-grand-
mother Lillian occupies the bottom of the pole. Lillian was 
Bear, a woman who protected those she loved, including the 
mother who scorned her for marrying a White man and bearing 

half-blood children. Next is the author’s grandmother Vivian, 
whom Myers envisions as Salmon. Feisty and independent, Viv-
ian swam against the current by falling in love with a White man, 
running her own business, and beating breast cancer twice. Sit-
ting atop Salmon is Hummingbird, the animal Myers associates 
with her mother, a kind and energetic woman always seeking to 
help others where she lives in Alabama. At the very top of the 
pole is Myers’ animal, Raven, a creature she chose for its cun-
ning and creativity. As Myers reminds readers—through mus-
ings on the forced sterilization of Native women and the death 
of the S’Klallam language—her fate and the long-term fate of 
her tribe are one and the same. One day, her people may be “as 
much a myth as the sea-wolf or the thunderbird.” Thankfully, 
we have this record to remember.

A quietly elegiac memoir that could serve as an enduring 
historical document.

LIFE B
Overcoming Double 
Depression: A Memoir
Patrick, Bethanne
Counterpoint (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 16, 2023
9781640091290  

A well-known book critic’s account 
of dealing with double depression and a 
family history plagued by mental illness.

For as long as she could remember, 
Patrick, author of The Books That Changed My Life, knew only 

“bad days, bad days, bad days, and some worse days.” Girlhood 
sadness gave way to a darker “permanent haze” in adolescence, 
which only increased her feelings of alienation. Despite her 
anguish, however, Patrick managed to lead an apparently suc-
cessful life that included college, marriage to a caring man, 
and an editorial career. Even so, her mental health struggles 
intensified to the point that suicidal ideation became “nor-
mal.” It was not until her early 50s that she was correctly diag-
nosed with a combination of persistent depressive disorder 
and major depressive disorder. As she grappled with her past, 
Patrick came to understand that her depression was genetic 
(inherited from two mentally ill grandmothers) and perhaps 
also epigenetic (caused by inherited memories of transgen-
erational alcoholism and abuse). The author also realized that 
her suffering had been mitigated by the consistent presence 
of “genuine love and affection.” Yoga, the correct medication, 
and the courage to repair depression-damaged relationships 
with her daughters had also allowed her to find the wellness 
that eluded other family members. Her sister, for example, 
has lived with symptoms of bipolar syndrome and borderline 
personality disorder. This has made interactions difficult, but 
ultimately, a unique kind of love has prevailed. “That love may 
not look like love to someone who thinks all siblings should 
be close, or that all siblings should just leave each other alone 
save for holiday greeting cards,” writes the author. “It’s love 
nonetheless. It’s a bending, stretching kind of love, a love 
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that adapts to circumstance and needs.” Though the prose is 
pedestrian and often repetitive, Patrick offers valuable insight 
into what it means to live with a debilitating mental illness.

A flawed yet candid and heartfelt memoir.

THE RUSSO-UKRAINIAN 
WAR 
The Return of History
Plokhy, Serhii
Norton (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 9, 2023
9781324051190  

An insightful and discouraging study 
of a conflict that goes back further than 
February 2022.

A prolific, lucid scholar with a host of 
books about Russia and Ukraine under his belt, Plokhy opens 
his latest with a chronicle of the 1,000-year rise of the Russian/
Soviet empires. In the remainder of the narrative, he examines 
the past three decades, during which the empire collapsed, 
declined into misery and a failed democracy. Plokhy empha-
sizes that Vladimir Putin considers the Soviet collapse a tragedy 
and yearns to reestablish Russia—if not as an empire, at least as 
a rival power to America and China with a vast sphere of influ-
ence. Putin’s vision has been no secret to its newly independent 
neighbors, who yearned for NATO’s protection. Seven of these 
Eastern European nations joined NATO in 2004. America 
supported Ukraine’s application, but France and Germany, 
uneasy about Putin’s fierce opposition, vetoed it. At first, Putin 
attempted to win over Ukraine by the same means he used in 
Russia, but, although chaotic and corrupt, Ukraine remained a 
democracy. Amenable to Putin’s pressures, its president could 
do little without parliament’s consent, and unlike Russia’s curi-
ously well-behaved opposition, Ukrainian protesters turned out 
in massive numbers. In 2014, a frustrated Putin annexed Crimea 
and two eastern Ukrainian provinces. This had the unexpected 
consequence of eliminating most Russian-speaking sympathiz-
ers and uniting the remaining Ukrainian people. Plokhy identi-
fies that annexation as the beginning of the current war. Putin 
invaded under the delusion (shared by America in earlier inva-
sions) that the enemy would welcome his army; it was the first 
of many disappointments. Plokhy devotes half his text to the 
conflict itself, and so far, no unexpected surprises have turned 
up in the news. Russia’s initial advances were followed by suc-
cessful Ukrainian counterattacks, and the war seems to have 
settled into a brutal, high-tech slog. The text includes maps.

Readers aiming to follow the fighting should read the daily 
news, but for a complete picture, this is the book.

PEOPLE VS. DONALD TRUMP
An Inside Account
Pomerantz, Mark
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781668022443  

A former federal prosecutor recounts 
the failed effort to bring charges against 
Donald Trump.

“Over the months that I and others 
worked on the case, we developed evi-

dence convincing us that Donald Trump had committed serious 
crimes,” writes Pomerantz, who was brought out of retirement 
to help Manhattan’s district attorney, Cyrus Vance Jr., investi-
gate financial misdeeds. The author delivers a deep—and some-
times ponderously detailed—account of what that involved. 
One point was Trump’s habit of valuing his properties high for 
the purposes of bank loans and low for the purposes of paying 
taxes: Whereas one at 40 Wall St. was valued at more than $527 
million for a lender, Trump valued it at between $16 million 
and $19 million for taxes. To Pomerantz’s chief associates, that 

“looked like fraud” and led the DA’s office to the verge of filing 
criminal charges. They did not, in part because gaming numbers 
is a common ploy in New York real estate circles. On the matter 
of Michael Cohen’s payout, on Trump’s behalf, of hush money 
to Stormy Daniels “so that she would not disclose her alleged 
affair with Trump on the eve of the 2016 election,” the legal 
reasoning gets complicated. The payout becomes illegal only if 
it’s established that this disclosure is an act of extortion, while 
the demonstrated falsification of business records is only a mis-
demeanor in New York. In the end, the DA went after lesser 
players, including Cohen and Trump Organization finance 
director Allen Weisselberg, both of whom received prison sen-
tences for their crimes. When Vance left office, his successor, 
to Pomerantz’s great consternation, dropped the investigation 
because, the author suggests, he “had scant experience in lead-
ing or defending high-profile prosecutions.” Pomerantz’s dour 
conclusion for the moment is that “once again, Donald Trump 
had managed to dance between the raindrops of accountability.” 
Yet, he adds, there are other legal avenues to take, so stay tuned.

A convincingly damning case that dives deep into the tan-
gles of both law and finance.
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THE LAST 
HONEST MAN 
The CIA, the FBI, the 
Mafia, and the Kennedys―
and One Senator’s Fight To 
Save Democracy
Risen, James
Little, Brown (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 9, 2023
9780316565134  

Vigorous biography of the Idaho sen-
ator who, “like an American Cicero, offered the United States 
a brief glimpse of what it would be like to turn away from its 
imperialistic ambitions.”

Democratic politician Frank Church (1924-1984), who was 
elected to the U.S. Senate before Idaho became a solidly Repub-
lican state, displayed a natural ability to maneuver through the 
knotty landscape of politics. As two-time Pulitzer Prize–win-
ning political journalist Risen writes, he didn’t mind making 
enemies in the absence of allies: “Frank Church was a loner in 
the Senate…and didn’t go out of his way to cultivate close ties.” 
A strong supporter of John F. Kennedy, he went up against Lyn-
don Johnson on a number of key issues. Though he endorsed the 
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution (and later regretted it), he proved a 
stalwart opponent of the Vietnam War. He came to equate that 
war with a covert program of American imperialism, and after 
helping conduct the Watergate inquiries, he formed a Senate 
committee that exposed the nefarious activities of the intelli-
gence community, including the CIA’s alliance with the Mafia in 
an effort to assassinate Fidel Castro and its connection to many 
other killings—perhaps even JFK’s. Woven into Risen’s story 
are the still-unsolved murders of Chicago mob boss Sam Gian-
cana and a made-man foot soldier, both of whom supplied the 
Church Committee with information. Church also examined 
presidents’ use of emergency powers to advance their agendas; 
in this as well as other discoveries of his committee, he arrived 
at “a difficult question: was the disgraced Richard Nixon really 
that different from his predecessors in the White House?” The 
answer is debatable, but Risen credits Church with preventing 
the rise of the deep state, which “remains a myth, a right-wing 
conspiracy theory,” precisely “because Frank Church brought 
the intelligence community fully into the American system of 
government.”

A welcome restoration of a largely forgotten politician 
who navigated issues that continue to reverberate.

BLACK BALL 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, 
Spencer Haywood, 
and the Generation That 
Saved the Soul of the NBA
Runstedtler, Theresa
Bold Type Books (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781645036951  

Engrossing account of professional 
basketball’s decades of transformation, 

focused on complex labor and racial politics and the roles of 
many compelling figures.

Runstedtler, a professor of African American history at 
American University and a former member of the Toronto Rap-
tors’ dance team, is well acquainted with the massively popu-
lar sport’s “unspoken racial politics,” and she has the ambition 
to look beyond the palatable victory narratives of recent years. 
Beginning with how maverick players endured segregation 
and harassment in the 1950s, she captures a disturbing long-
term narrative of Black players being exploited for decades 
by (White) team owners. “As Black players became even more 
numerous and more dominant in the NBA,” writes the author, 

“they came under heightened scrutiny.” The author goes on to 
examine the multidecade tumult of American racial politics 
amid urban and industrial decline, especially in the 1970s. Yet 
she also captures an intricate legal drama, as the increasingly 
powerful NBA sought a merger with the outlier ABA despite 
obvious antitrust issues and also to protect the exploitative and 
stingy draft system against players’ organization attempts. The 
book’s three sections follow a rough chronology. The author 
points out how antitrust fights coincided with the burgeoning 
political consciousness of an increasingly Black workforce—
and the prominence of transformational figures such as Julius 
Irving, Spencer Haywood, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar: “This 
fight,” writes Runstedtler, “was about the players’ dignity as 
workers.” In the epilogue, the author shows that while the NBA 
as a whole “began to fashion itself as a space of both colorblind-
ness and multiculturalism,” the owners (still overwhelmingly 
White) continued to overlook “their own pattern of greed and 
mismanagement” during long-term attacks on the labor rights 
gained by athletes in the ’70s, in tandem with overblown accu-
sations of violence and drug abuse among players. The writing 
is crisp and detailed, and the author skillfully manages social 
panorama, legal issues, and racial history to produce a compel-
ling and well-researched tale.

A strong, engaging look at a poignant, neglected aspect of 
pro sports.
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FANCY BEAR GOES PHISHING
The Dark History of the 
Information Age, in Five 
Extraordinary Hacks
Shapiro, Scott J.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 23, 2023
9780374601171  

A cybersecurity expert delves into 
the mechanics, psychology, and impact 
of computer hacking.

Shapiro, a professor at Yale Law School and director of Yale’s 
Center for Law and Philosophy and its CyberSecurity Lab, is well 
situated to explore the downside of the internet. In his latest book, 
the author looks at some famous cases and players in the shadowy 
archives of hacking—e.g., when a graduate student accidentally 
crashed the internet in the 1980s; the invention of the first mutat-
ing computer-virus engine by a Bulgarian with the handle Dark 
Avenger; and Fancy Bear, a group probably affiliated with Russian 
military intelligence, which broke into the Democratic National 
Committee system in 2016. Each of these illustrated a technical 
aspect of hacking, but taken together, they show the breadth of 
motivations. While some hacks are for money and espionage, most 
Americans hackers are young men who arrived at it through online 
game forums and started to do it for the technical challenge and to 
earn the respect of their peers. This profiling raises the possibility 
of early identification and recruitment into the cybersecurity side. 
However, Shapiro believes that hackers will always be a step ahead 
and that a “constant patch-and-pray” strategy will eventually lose. 
Instead, writes the author, cybersecurity measures must be built 
into computer systems from an early stage. As a possible template, 
he points to recent legislation in California that requires “devices 
connected to the internet sold or offered for sale in [the state] to 
have ‘reasonable security features.’ ” Another avenue is to require 
corporations to report about their policies to manage cybersecu-
rity risks. These are good ideas, but one suspects that the devil will 
be in the implementation details. Overall, this is an engrossing 
read, although there are parts that are dauntingly technical. Shap-
iro gives readers plenty to think about the next time they turn on 
their computers.

An authoritative, disturbing examination of hacking, 
cybercrime, and techno-espionage.

BROTHERS 
A Memoir of Love, Loss 
and Race
Slate, Nico
Temple Univ. Press (246 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 12, 2023
9781439923825  

A Carnegie Mellon history profes-
sor tells the story of the deep and com-
plex bond between him and his African 
American half brother.

Slate, author of Colored Cosmopolitanism and Lord Cornwal-
lis Is Dead, worshipped his older brother, Peter, “my best friend 
and the closest thing I had to a father.” As an adult, the author 
realized that Peter would always be a mystery to him not just 
because of their seven-year age gap, but also because of the dif-
ferent experiences race imposed upon their lives. The brothers 
shared the same White American mother, but Nico’s father 
was White, Peter’s Black. Slate’s maternal grandparents at first 
turned away from their daughter for marrying a Black man—
though they grew to love Peter. “Their generosity reveals the 
Janus-faced nature of racism,” writes the author. “The same 
people who stopped speaking to their daughter when she mar-
ried an African treasured her mixed-race son.” As the author 
was growing up, it became clear that even though he was “the 
bastard of the family” (his father and mother never married), it 
was Peter “whom everyone saw as out of place.” Though both 
boys were equally bright, Nico finished college but Peter did 
not. When Peter was 21, an argument with a White man at a 
nightclub led to an altercation that caused him to lose his right 
eye. The incident left scars—both visible and invisible—on 
both brothers. Peter began a musical association with the hip-
hop group Cypress Hill and eventually became a rapper and 
screenwriter. Meanwhile, the author became obsessed with 
discovering the truth behind police reports that could tell him 
nothing about either the motive behind the attack or “the role 
that race played that night.” Throughout this powerful narra-
tive, Slate reveals how race wounded a uniquely American fam-
ily while also celebrating the broken but profoundly enduring 
love of two brothers who faced difficult issues of race from their 
own unique perspectives.

A searing, hauntingly poignant memoir.

TALK OF CHAMPIONS 
Stories of the People 
Who Made Me: A 
Memoir
Smith, Kenny
Doubleday (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 9, 2023
9780385548052  

The renowned broadcaster and for-
mer NBA star looks back at his life and 
influences.

Smith, a two-time NBA champion, co-host of TNT’s Inside 
the NBA program, and broadcaster for CBS/Turner’s coverage of 
March Madness, delivers a smartly structured memoir that rein-
forces the significance of relationships, perspective, and social 
awareness in the making of a champion. He chronicles his story 
primarily through the lens of his bonds with several champions 
both on and off the court. Refreshingly absent is the phrase “as 
told to (sportswriter name)” normally associated with memoirs 
from celebrities and professional athletes. This book—largely 
inspired by pandemic lockdowns and racial unrest in the U.S. in 
the past few years—is clearly Smith’s alone, written for his chil-
dren and the readers he invites “as if you are one of my family 
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members.” The author describes his multicultural upbringing in 
Queens, his time playing for Dean Smith at the University of 
North Carolina, and his professional playing career. He exam-
ines his relationships with a variety of people across his entire 
life, including his legendary high school and college coaches, 
college teammate Michael Jordan, and superstars such as Magic 
Johnson and the late Kobe Bryant. Smith demonstrates how 
understanding the winning mindsets of these seminal figures 
shaped his maturation on and off the court. This is particu-
larly evident in the chapter featuring his TNT co-host Charles 
Barkley, with whom he has publicly disagreed about social, 
racial, and political issues. Perhaps the finest chapter details 
Smith’s first NBA season, with the Sacramento Kings, during 
which he was coached and mentored about winning and social 
action by Bill Russell, who won 11 NBA titles as a player. “He 
taught me to be a professional,” writes the author, “and showed 
me what it looked like to be a strong, self-assured Black man.” 
Throughout, Smith writes with detailed recall and focus.

An engaging read with insights and stories that basketball 
fans in particular will value highly.

AN ORDINARY MAN
The Surprising Life and 
Historic Presidency of 
Gerald R. Ford
Smith, Richard Norton
Harper/HarperCollins (832 pp.) 
$50.00  |  April 11, 2023
9780062684165  

A comprehensive, evenhanded biog-
raphy of a president who “guided the 
nation through its worst constitutional 

crisis since the Civil War.”
Handed the helm of the floundering national ship at the cli-

max of the Watergate crisis, Gerald Ford (1913-2006) managed 
to quiet the storm due to his congressional navigation skills 
and personal rectitude. Known as a loyal Nixon supporter and 
chosen as the replacement vice president when Spiro Agnew 
was forced to resign, Ford gradually restored public trust in the 
presidency despite the shocking and, for many citizens, unfor-
givable pardon he issued to his predecessor just a month into 
his term. Smith, who has served as the director of five presiden-
tial libraries and has authored bios of Thomas Dewey, Herbert 
Hoover, and Nelson Rockefeller, provides a useful new appraisal 
of Ford’s life, underscoring how his complicated early family 
history (largely unknown during his political career) helped 
shape him into the guileless character he became. Early on, 
his mother divorced his abusive biological father, and she was 
enmeshed in legal battles during Ford’s adolescence. When she 
married Gerald Ford Sr., the young man took his name. Ford Jr. 
eventually married strong-minded divorcée Betty, who became 
a force in her own right on such issues as women’s rights, addic-
tion, and breast cancer. In 1948, Ford ran for Congress largely 
because he was unable to become a probate judge, “his original 
ambition.” A member of the Warren Commission and House 

minority leader, he was ready to retire when he was chosen to 
be vice president. Concluding this massive, somewhat overlong 
portrait, Smith touts Ford’s signing of the Helsinki Accords in 
1975, taming of double-digit inflation, policy of economic dereg-
ulation, support of Black majority rule in Rhodesia, and “tough 
love” rescue of an ailing New York City.

A fresh appreciation of an underrated, underappreciated 
president who arrived in the nick of time.

GEORGE VI AND 
ELIZABETH 
The Marriage That 
Saved the Monarchy
Smith, Sally Bedell
Random House (720 pp.) 
$40.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780525511632  

The touching love story of the par-
ents of Elizabeth II.

In her latest investigation of the royal 
family, former Vanity Fair contributing editor Smith, the best-
selling author of Elizabeth the Queen and Prince Charles, leaves 
no jewel unturned as she recounts the lives of an improbable 
couple who would do so much to steer their country through 
the turbulent period of the abdication crisis and World War 
II. The author, who was granted “the privilege of working in 
the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle,” is mostly sympathetic 
to her flawed but lovable subjects: Bertie, the emotionally dif-
fident second son of George V; and the winsome, exuberant 
young Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. Though neither demonstrated 
a keen intellect, they rose to the occasion to become serious 
British monarchs, which was vital after the shameless irrespon-
sibility of Edward VIII. After their marriage in 1923—after 
Elizabeth, reluctant to leave her free-wheeling social life and 
in love with another man, refused Bertie twice—the author 
alternates nuanced accounts of their respective lives within 
the same aristocratic social set. Elizabeth was the youngest of 
a large, wealthy, well-connected family, while Bertie toiled in 
the shadow of his charming older brother and only came into 
his own after the 1936 abdication, supported by his loyal wife 
and the speech therapist who helped him gain confidence (as 
depicted in the 2010 film The King’s Speech). As king and queen, 
they endeared themselves to their public by simply showing up, 
suffering through the Blitz together, and sharing their authenti-
cally warm family life with the British people. As one insider 
declared, “What a piece of luck that the Abdication happened. 
We have got precisely the monarchs who are needed at this 
moment in the Empire and the world.” Smith gracefully brings 
us into her subjects’ inner world, a journey aided by a generous 
selection of photos.

An exhaustive, sweetly reassuring narrative that will 
appeal to any royal watcher.
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WOMEN WE BURIED, 
WOMEN WE BURNED 
A Memoir
Snyder, Rachel Louise
Bloomsbury (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 23, 2023
9781635579123  

The propulsive, forceful account of 
a young woman making her way against 
the odds.

Snyder, a professor of creative writ-
ing and journalism and the author of No Visible Bruises, a ground-
breaking book on domestic violence, shares her own riveting 
story. The author lost her mother at age 8, and her grieving father 
threw her into an Evangelical stepfamily that operated with 
strict hierarchy, control, and violence. “Cancer took my mother,” 
writes Snyder. “But religion would take my life.” Now known for 
her extraordinary work as a far-flung journalist (in “Tibet, Nepal, 
India, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, Laos, Cuba, Belize, Roma-
nia,” among other locales), as a teenager, the author abused drugs 
and failed out of high school after compiling “a combined GPA of 
0.467.” The tenacity and bravery of a young woman determined 
to survive and make her own mark on the world move the nar-
rative with unstoppable force as the sentences build in intensity 
and poignancy. This chronicle of her journey from a troubled 
teen to globally recognized journalist and new mother is nearly 
impossible to put down. Most admirably, for all the failings of the 
adults in her life, Snyder manages the incredible feat of forgive-
ness. Without downplaying her frank depictions of abuse and 
neglect, she conveys as much hope as suffering, demonstrating 

“the bottomless capacity for both human cruelty and human sur-
vival.” Writing with a highly effective mixture of distance, reflec-
tion, and compassion, the author never loses a palpable sense of 
immediacy. She has the ability to bring readers to her side, expe-
riencing her life every step of the way. Her astonishing resilience 
and strength are front and center in her powerful, beautifully 
rendered prose, which describes her odyssey to “create a life in 
which I had something to lose.” Anyone moved by No Visible 
Bruises should put this at the top of their to-read list.

Exceptional writing, a harrowing coming-of-age story, and 
critical awareness combine to make a must-read memoir.

FAT TALK
Parenting in the Age of 
Diet Culture
Sole-Smith, Virginia
Henry Holt (384 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781250831217  

A freelance journalist and parent 
navigates the murky waters of raising 
children in a fat-biased society.

As her daughters grew up, Sole-
Smith, author of The Eating Instinct: Food Culture, Body Image, 

and Guilt in America, began to notice how often others com-
mented on their bodies, and she understandably worried 
about the consequences of such superficialities. “Unlearning 
[a] core belief about the importance of thinness,” writes the 
author, “means deciding that thin bodies and fat bodies have 
equal value….You have to believe that being fat isn’t a bad thing. 
And that means you have to challenge a lot of what you thought 
you knew about health, beauty, and morality.” Beginning with 
her personal reflections, the author expands her narrative into 
a broader sociological exploration, which includes the details 
from her interviews with families (all struggling with body 
image and food) and pertinent data and analysis. Sole-Smith is 
an accessible, concise writer, largely avoiding academic jargon. 
Even though she explains that everyone has some measure of 
an ingrained bias, she refrains from making readers feel guilty; 
rather, she is instructive and encouraging. While digesting 
hard-hitting comments from children grappling with diet cul-
ture, many readers will be able to recognize themselves in simi-
lar situations. Sole-Smith provides well-rounded discussions 
of eating disorders, puberty, calorie counting, fitness influenc-
ers, and the myth that a fat child necessarily means that they 
have lazy or disengaged parents. The author also deconstructs 
racism and classism endemic to her topic, tracing the histori-
cal roots of a variety of prejudices. After highlighting the data 
and recounting her personal story, Sole-Smith closes with a sec-
tion entitled “How To Have the Fat Talk,” and she adds a list 
of further resources notable for the way in which the author 
divides up relevant books into such categories as memoir, fic-
tion, books on eating, and books on fatness, bodies, and bias.

A thoughtful and intuitive book that is not just for parents. 

NOT TOO LATE
Changing the Climate Story 
From Despair to Possibility
Ed.  by Solnit, Rebecca & 
Thelma Young Lutunatabua
Illus. by David Solnit
Haymarket Books (220 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781642598971  

An inspiring guidebook for climate 
activists.

Solnit and Lutunatabua bring together a wide range of 
like-minded international contributors who provide essays or 
engage in interviews with the editors. Beginning with a rallying 
cry, Solnit, who won the Kirkus Prize for her book of essays Call 
Them by Their True Names, writes that the climate movement has 
done a lot but “not enough yet.” Mary Annaïse Heglar’s impas-
sioned “Here’s Where You Come In” addresses the need for 
climate commitment, with each person doing whatever they 
can. A conversation with oil policy analyst Antonia Jubasz looks 
at the fossil fuel industry, which “has been suffering death by 
a thousand cuts for years.” In “A Climate Scientist’s Take on 
Hope,” Joelle Gergis brings up some stunning statistics—e.g., 
only 3% of the Earth’s land ecosystems are ecologically intact. 

“Exceptional writing, a harrowing coming-of-age story, and
critical awareness combine to make a must-read memoir.” 
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The takeaway message is direct and urgent: “What we do over 
this coming decade is literally a matter of life or death.” Leah 
Cardamore Stokes points out that by 2021, “more than 85 per-
cent of the new power built that year can run on renewables.” 
Gloria Walton and Farhana Sultana discuss how our shared 
solution to climate change must include marginalized commu-
nities worldwide. Jade Begay examines the significant climate 
work being done in Indigenous communities. Renato Redantor 
Constantino chronicles the important, heated debate among 
countries at the 2015 Paris Agreement talks. Julian Aguon states 
a frightening fact: Micronesia “may become uninhabitable as 
early as 2030” due to rising sea levels. One uplifting fact from 

“An Extremely Incomplete List of Climate Victories”: In 2010, 
Germany’s renewable energy generated more than 100 billion 
kilowatt-hours, 17% of national supply. Jacquelyn Gill writes 
that the “Earth has left us a roadmap for how to survive the cli-
mate crisis,” and Nikayla Jefferson’s piece on the 2021 Hunger 
Strike for Climate Justice is heart-rending.

A book that provides some brightness, passion, and intel-
ligence in dark times.

WHAT THE GREEKS DID 
FOR US
Spawforth, Tony
Yale Univ. (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780300258028  

Surveying the survival of ancient 
Greek culture in the modern age.

British classicist Spawforth, author 
of The Story of Greece and Rome and other 
books on ancient history, proceeds from 

an uncontroversial and unsurprising thesis. “Ancient Greece is 
present in our culture and society now,” he writes, in areas rang-
ing from government to sexuality to literature. He adds, by way of 
qualification, that his book presupposes a single Greek civiliza-
tion “for simplicity’s sake,” eliding the many critical differences 
among the peoples of, say, Sparta and Rhodes and Athens. Situat-
ing most of his book only in the 400s and 300s B.C.E., he allows 
that there were some unhappy aspects to Greek civilization 
overall, such as the habit of owning other people, a practice ratio-
nalized by none other than Aristotle as part of the natural order 
of things. “Slavery, violence and what we would call sexism and 
racism were widespread,” writes the author, which makes those 
Greeks our contemporaries in undesirable respects. Some of his 
scholarship seems rather fusty against more recent work by clas-
sicists such as Naoíse Mac Sweeney, who holds that the Greeks 
weren’t particularly concerned with race or ethnicity so much as 
with “Greekness” versus “barbarianism,” the latter meaning that 
a person spoke a language other than Greek. Spawforth argues 
that “among Athenians…the ideal for citizen-women seems to 
have been fair or pale skin….White-lead make-up could help 
achieve this ideal.” True enough, but it’s difficult to generalize 
much beyond the Athenian elite of the time. Elsewhere, Spaw-
forth examines the influence of classical sculpture on modern art; 

the survival of Greek ideas in matters such as the law and archi-
tecture; and the depiction of classical culture in modern culture, 
high and popular—whether the rather bald ethnocentrism of the 
film 300 (with “the Persian foe as a preposterous caricature”) or 
the poet C.P Cavafy’s elegant homages to the Greek past.

Of some interest to budding classicists and students of 
world history.

HOMEGROWN 
Timothy McVeigh and 
the Rise of Right-Wing 
Extremism
Toobin, Jeffrey
Simon & Schuster (432 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781668013571  

A riveting account of the man behind 
the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and 
the legacy of his actions, which reverber-

ate today.
Bestselling author Toobin describes Timothy McVeigh (1968-

2001) as “the most thoroughly scrutinized criminal in American 
history.” Taking advantage of interviews, tapes, and correspon-
dence that run to more than 1 million pages, the author scours 
his subject’s early life to create a portrait of a somewhat troubled 
but hardly extraordinary upbringing. He showed interest in fire-
arms from an early age. He joined the National Rifle Association 
as a teenager and faithfully read its official magazine along with 
many right-wing publications that shared his disdain for the fed-
eral government. After several long-forgotten mass shootings, in 
1994 the Senate passed a bill outlawing assault weapons, enrag-
ing gun supporters, including McVeigh. Toobin concludes that 
this launched him “on a full-time mission to go on the offensive 
against the Federal government,” and he provides an exhaustive 
but fascinating chronicle of a year when McVeigh—assisted by 
several like-minded but undependable friends—scrabbled for 
money, chose his target, and, following instructions in right-wing 
literature, assembled his bomb. Having neglected to plan his 
escape, he was quickly arrested, and Toobin delivers an equally 
gripping account of the prosecution, defense, trial, media cov-
erage, and five years of appeals before his execution. McVeigh 
freely admitted planting the bomb, never expressed remorse for 
168 deaths (including the children at the building’s day care cen-
ter), and never stopped proclaiming that he was striking a blow 
for freedom. Few readers will doubt that he was a fanatic but, 
sadly, not a loner. During his lifetime, he moved among a danger-
ous fringe of gun lovers, government haters, and White suprema-
cists. Since then, these groups have grown steadily more popular 
and entered the mainstream. Many serve in Congress and state 
legislatures; one, Toobin adds, became president. Consequently, 
McVeigh’s story is “not just a glimpse of the past but also a warn-
ing about the future.”

An authoritative, disheartening, depressingly relevant 
page-turner.
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VENGEANCE IS MINE
The Mountain Meadows 
Massacre and Its Aftermath
Turley Jr., Richard E. &  
Barbara Jones Brown
Oxford Univ. (448 pp.) 
$34.95  |  May 30, 2023
9780195397857  

A follow-up to the acclaimed 2008 
historical true-crime book Massacre at 
Mountain Meadows.

In 1857 in Utah, a wagon train bound from Arkansas to Cali-
fornia came under attack. It was not the only wagon train to suf-
fer siege and murder, write historians Turley and Brown, but it 
was unusual in its brutal end, with more than 120 men, women, 
and children killed. “These assaults were motivated by politi-
cal wrangling over federal and local rule and tensions between 
church and state that reached a deadly peak in 1857 but roiled 
Utah for decades,” write the authors. It has been long supposed 
that Brigham Young ordered the massacre, and many historians 
have further suggested that only Mormons disguised as Native 
Americans carried out the crime, even as contemporary Mor-
mons blamed it on local Paiute Indians exclusively. Turley and 
Brown sift through a vast trove of documentary evidence to 
show that the massacre was the product of many hands, and 
while only Maj. John D. Lee was punished for it—killed by fir-
ing squad, fittingly enough, on the very site of the crime—many 
Mormon leaders deserved the same end. Complicating the 
crime were several factors, including the need for federal troops 
to pacify the restive frontier, troops unavailable during the Civil 
War, and the reluctance of officials to stir things up after the 
war was over. Interestingly, inquiries conducted by Mormons 
themselves helped solve some of the mysteries surrounding the 
events, even if Lee bore the brunt of the punishment and other 
guilty parties walked. The supposition on the part of federal 
authorities that the Mormons were reluctant to “punish their 
own murderers & high offenders” was only partly true. Turley 
and Brown turn in some interesting side notes, as well—e.g., 
that Russia parted with Alaska not just because of Seward’s cash 
offer, but also because they were afraid that Mormons would 
flee Utah and invade Russia’s American holdings.

While of interest mostly to specialist historians, this is a 
capable work of scholarly detection.

FIRE WEATHER
A True Story From a 
Hotter World
Vaillant, John
Knopf (432 pp.) 
$29.00  |  June 6, 2023
9781524732851  

A Vancouver-based writer recounts 
“the most expensive natural disaster in 
Canadian history.”

Located at the edge of Canada’s boreal forest in northern 
Alberta, Fort McMurray—“Fort McMoney” to the locals—is the 
epicenter of the oil sands operations. Vaillant, the author of The 
Tiger and The Golden Spruce, calls it a place of “outsized dimen-
sions,” where the largest bison on the continent roam and oil-field 
workers cultivate monstrous dependencies on cocaine. One of the 
most outsize of the phenomena is fire, which has a natural eco-
logical role in maintaining the health of the forest but, in a time 
of a warming climate and ever encroaching human settlement, can 
become cataclysmic. So it was in May 2016, when a wall of fire 
sprung up and swallowed much of Fort McMurray. The fire was 
not extinguished until August of the following year, and it gener-
ated lightning storms and hurricane winds of such force that they 
spawned fires many miles away. It also cost nearly $10 billion in 
damages. “When it burns,” writes Vaillant of the vast boreal biome, 
which stores as much carbon dioxide as the world’s tropical forests 
combined, “it goes off like a carbon bomb.” As his narrative makes 
abundantly clear, there is very little that anyone can do to stop this 
degenerative process, short of retreating for a couple of millennia 
during which humans don’t burn fossil fuels. Given that unlikeli-
hood, the Fort McMurray fire, already “a cruel teacher,” will have 
plenty of kin to teach further lessons. There’s a lot of good Eliza-
beth Kolbert–level popular science writing here along with grittier 
portraits of the lives of the people who make their living among 
the tar sands and scrub. Vaillant, whose previous books have cen-
tered on the intersections of human and natural realms and their 
often tragic consequences, asks interesting questions as well, per-
haps the one most worthy of pondering being a deceptively simple 
one: “Is fire alive?”

A timely, well-written work of climate change reportage.

THE LAST SECRET OF THE 
SECRET ANNEX
The Untold Story of Anne 
Frank, Her Silent Protector, 
and a Family Betrayal
van Wijk-Voskuijl, Joop & Jeroen De Bruyn
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781982198213  

Another fresh story about one of the 
20th century’s most recognizable histori-

cal figures. 
Anne Frank (1929-1945) remains perhaps the most moving 

figure to come out of the Holocaust, and publishers continue to 
turn out her famous diary and books describing her tragic life. 
In 1933, her German family fled to Holland after Hitler came 
to power. Her father, Otto Frank, ran a food product business 
that prospered even after the Nazi invasion in May 1940. When 
Jews were forbidden to own businesses, he transferred owner-
ship to a non-Jewish executive. After the Nazis began deporting 
Jews, he converted part of his warehouse into a disguised annex 
and went into hiding in July 1942 with his family and another 
one. There they remained for more than two years while the 
business continued, fed and supported by loyal non-Jewish 

“A timely, well-written work of climate change reportage.” 
fire weather
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employees. In August 1944, not long before the liberation, they 
were betrayed, arrested, and sent to extermination camps. Only 
Otto survived. In this revealing addition to the history, Dutch 
writers van Wijk-Voskuijl and De Bruyn focus on the employees 
who knew of the secret annex. Once Anne’s diary became widely 
known, journalists, scholars, and tourists called regularly. Three 
enjoyed the attention, but one—van Wijk-Voskuijl’s mother, 
Bep Voskuijl—rarely gave interviews or discussed the war years 
at home. She died in 1983, long before her son began research-
ing this book. Nonetheless, the authors use surviving sources 
to deliver a moving account of a well-known story and make a 
convincing case that Bep was Anne’s closest friend and never 
recovered from the trauma of her arrest and death. The authors 
devote over half the book to events following the arrest to the 
present day, and some readers may consider details of van Wijk-
Voskuijl’s unhappy marriage an unnecessary detour. Regardless, 
they will welcome new evidence—if not proof—that it was a 
close member of Bep’s family who betrayed the Franks.

An important contribution to the literature on Anne Frank.

EVERYBODY COME ALIVE
A Memoir in Essays
Walker, Marcie Alvis
Convergent/Crown (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 30, 2023
9780593443729  

An essay collection about a Black 
mother’s relationship with her own 
Black mother that makes extensive use 
of Christian theology.

When Walker, the creator of the 
Instagram feed Black Coffee With White Friends, was 5, her 
mother dropped her off at her grandparents’ house and never 
came back. As Walker notes, her grandparents lived in a pre-
dominantly White school district that was better funded than 
the district where her mother lived, and her mother had psy-
chotic episodes that left her unable to care for her children. Of 
course, at the time, the author was unaware of these reasons, 
which meant she spent her childhood battling the trauma 
of abandonment. She remembers that she often felt “incon-
venient,” both because her exuberance inspired “immediate 
weariness” in those around her and because her grandmother 
disliked her dark skin. “My grandmother,” writes Walker, “was 
light-skinned with good hair. She was a Negro, capital N, not 
Black, and not a n***er,” which meant “her internalized racism 
kept me shackled to the belief that my particular Blackness 
was more offensive than any other Blackness out there.” When 
Walker had her own child, she swore they “would know how 
obnoxiously they are loved.” Walker makes sense of her life 
and the White supremacist culture that affected it using texts 
from the Bible. In addition to examining the story of Cain and 
Abel, the author retells the Book of Job using a “flawless” White 
woman named Jovie. On the whole, Walker’s joyful voice ren-
ders an insightful, imaginative summary of her life. At times, her 
prose is overwritten and her arguments are underwritten (it is 

unclear, for example, why she wrote the essay about Jovie). The 
prose poems following the essays vary in relevance and quality, 
jolting the reader out of the otherwise mesmerizing text.

A heartfelt, poetic, occasionally uneven journey through 
faith, Blackness, and motherhood.

TOMORROW PERHAPS 
THE FUTURE
Writers, Outsiders, and the 
Spanish Civil War
Watling, Sarah
Knopf (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 9, 2023
9780593319666  

Historical study of a period during 
which fascism and oppression inspired 
women to act.

Drawing on poems, memoirs, stories, and essays, Watling, 
author of The Olivier Sisters, examines women artists, writers, 
and activists for whom the Spanish Civil War, which began in 
July 1936, was “a provocation that demanded an answer.” Her 
subjects include war correspondent and travel writer Martha 
Gellhorn, who became the third wife of Ernest Hemingway; 
American writer and journalist Josephine Herbst; British nov-
elist Sylvia Townsend Warner and her lover, poet Valentine 
Ackland; writers Nancy Cunard and Virginia Woolf; Jewish 
photographer Gerda Taro, a refugee from Nazi Germany; 
British communist Nan Green, who joined her husband after 
he became an ambulance driver for the Republic; and African 
American nurse and desegregation activist Salaria Kea. Most 
of the women saw going to Spain “as a gesture of solidarity,” a 
way to bear witness to fascist oppression. Some were able to 
publicize the conflict in major venues, such as the New Yorker, 
Manchester Guardian, and Collier’s. A few, notably Green and Kea, 
worked alongside Spanish soldiers on the ground. Others spoke 
out in lectures and at congresses; they traveled back and forth 
to Spain, reporting on the valiant efforts of the Republicans. 
Woolf came late to responding at all, fearful that allowing poli-
tics to seep into her work would impede her creativity. Yet as 
much as these women believed their work could offer a morale 
boost to the Spanish fighters, some worried that they walked a 
fine line between solidarity and appropriation. As she traces the 
women’s various responses to the rise of fascism and their frus-
tration over their home countries’ political positions, Watling 
recounts the progress of the brutal war and the women’s grow-
ing conviction that inaction was not an option. Unfortunately, 
her decision to refer to these women—and less consistently to 
the men they were involved with—by their first names gives her 
serious, thoughtful narrative a gossipy tone.

A well-informed group biography of bold activists.
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DON’T TELL ANYBODY THE 
SECRETS I TOLD YOU
A Memoir
Williams, Lucinda
Crown (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780593136492  

The veteran singer/songwriter cap-
tures the essence of her life and career.

In this revealing memoir, Williams 
(b. 1953) writes that her Southern “child-

hood informs so many of my songs.” Her mother struggled 
with mental illness and alcoholism; her father was a poet and 

“a struggling itinerant professor moving around and working at 
various colleges.” Family provided her a “progressive streak,” 
and her music “borrows from southern gothic elements and 
blues and folk and rock.” At 12, Williams got her first guitar and 
started playing from songbooks. In the late 1960s, her parents 
divorced; Jordan, one of her father’s former students, became 
her stepmother. As a teenager, living in Chile and Mexico 

“made an imprint on me that lin gers still today.” Her move to 
Austin in 1974 “started to liberate me from a lot of that south-
ern Christian guilt and hippie bullshit that was very exclusive 
and limiting.” The author fondly recalls her friendship with the 
young Arkansas poet Frank Stanford, who committed suicide 
in 1978, the same year she signed her first record contract, with 
Folkways. She had a “vision” for her music but had to wait for 
it to happen “well into my forties.” In the mid-1980s, Williams 
lived in Los Angeles, performing in many clubs and opening 
shows for other bands. After starting her own group, a “British 
punk label” gave her a “chance to make a commercial record.” 
The author chronicles the many highs and lows of dealing with 
record labels and recording sessions. As she gained notoriety, 
she wanted to try new things. In 1998, her fifth album, Car 
Wheels on a Gravel Road, won a Grammy. Her 2001 follow-up, 
Essence, “would be all about the groove.” The author writes can-
didly about dealing with emotional problems and OCD, and she 
shares personal stories about many of her songs.

A poignant, plainspoken life story from a dedicated 
musician.

SOUL BOOM
Why We Need a 
Spiritual Revolution
Wilson, Rainn
Hachette Go (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780306828270  

The actor and producer explores the 
importance of spirituality.

A decade after the season finale, Wil-
son is still most recognized for his role as 

Dwight Schrute on the U.S. version of The Office. However, the 
founder of the inspirational media company SoulPancake and 

producer and star of the new travel docuseries The Geography of 
Bliss has since applied himself to making the world a better place, 
and he has a great deal to say about the role of spirituality in that 
endeavor. In answer to those wondering how a comic actor ends 
up writing a book about spirituality, Wilson lightly traverses ter-
ritory covered in more depth in his 2015 memoir, The Bassoon 
King. He recalls a bohemian childhood during which the Baha’i 
faith of his parents became important to him, and he writes 
about later mental health and addiction struggles that returned 
him to his faith and launched a spiritual journey during which 
he voraciously consumed the teachings of the world’s religions. 
This book would seem to be the literary culmination of this 
journey, “a book on big spiritual ideas,” in which Wilson consid-
ers our most difficult challenges and outlines nothing short of a 
spiritual revolution as a path to healing them. In a chapter titled 

“Hey, Kids, Let’s Build the Perfect Religion!” the author extracts 
religion’s most essential aspects and leads readers on a partici-
patory journey to do just that. Along the way, Wilson covers 
numerous heady concepts, including the purpose of life (soul 
growth), life after death, and God. Outrageous as this becomes, 
the book remains true to the author’s thesis—that the world 
needs spiritual solutions to many of its ailments—and Wilson 
walks a razor-sharp line in addressing the most sacred of top-
ics with the airy irreverence one might expect from the former 
sitcom star.

With sincere enthusiasm and a playful tone, Wilson high-
lights the vitality of spirituality in our lives.

KNOWING WHAT WE KNOW
The Transmission of 
Knowledge: From Ancient 
Wisdom to Modern Magic
Winchester, Simon
Harper/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$35.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780063142886  

A study of the problematic nature of 
wisdom.

Prolific historian Winchester brings 
his insatiable curiosity to a wide-ranging examination of how 
humans have acquired, retained, and passed on knowledge from 
ancient times to the information-saturated present. Drawing on 
abundant research and autobiographical reflections on personal 
experiences of learning, the author creates an engaging narra-
tive populated by a vast array of individuals, including philoso-
phers, religious figures, polymaths, inventors, and researchers 
from all over the world: Confucius and Aristotle, Charles Bab-
bage and Thomas Babington Macaulay; Larry Page, Sergey Brin, 
and Tim Berners-Lee, to name a few. Winchester examines the 
development of writing systems, the evolution of scrolls into 
books, and the various innovations for storing knowledge that 
have taken the form of encyclopedias, libraries, and museums. 
He considers the impacts of the inventions of paper, the print-
ing press, and newspapers as well as the spread of misinforma-
tion and suppression of information by governments or political 

“Erudite, digressive, and brimming with fascinating information.” 
knowing what we know
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factions. Not surprisingly, he devotes much attention to com-
puters, first demonstrated to an amazed public in 1968; the 
invention of hypertext; the founding of the World Wide Web; 
the release of Wikipedia in 2001; and the strides being made 
in artificial intelligence. Winchester’s overriding concern is the 
future of thinking: “If machines will acquire all our knowledge 
for us and do our thinking for us, then what, pray, is the need 
for us to be?” If GPS makes map-reading an antiquated skill, if 
Wikipedia makes retaining information unnecessary, if calcula-
tors do our math problems, what happens to the capacity of our 
minds? “How, in sum, do we value the knowledge that, thanks 
to the magic of electronics, is now cast before us in so vast and 
ceaseless and unstoppable a cascade?” asks the author. “Amid 
the torrent and its fury, what is to become of thought—care and 
calm and quiet thoughtfulness? What of our own chance of ever 
gaining wisdom? Do we need it?”

Erudite, digressive, and brimming with fascinating 
information.

SHAKESPEARE WAS A 
WOMAN AND OTHER 
HERESIES
How Doubting the Bard 
Became the Biggest Taboo in 
Literature
Winkler, Elizabeth
Simon & Schuster (416 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781982171261  

Diving into a Shakespearean drama.
Journalist and literary critic Winkler makes her book 

debut with a witty, irreverent inquiry into a fraught question: 
Who wrote Shakespeare’s plays? That question inspired her 
essay, “Was Shakespeare a Woman?” published in the Atlantic in 
2019, in which she proposed that Italian writer Emilia Bassano 
might have written, or contributed to, Shakespeare’s plays. The 
response by scholars was vicious. “In literary circles,” Winkler 
quickly discovered, “even the phrase ‘Shakespeare authorship 
question’ elicits contempt—eye-rolling, name-calling, mud-
slinging.” But that question has persisted, like “a massive game 
of Clue,” since the Renaissance, fueled by the lack of evidence 
that the man born in Stratford was the same man who wrote 
Hamlet. No obituary appeared after Shakespeare’s death, and 
he bequeathed no manuscripts, unusual for a man of letters. 
Furthermore, he seemed never to have traveled outside of Eng-
land yet had intimate knowledge of European court life, other 
languages, and even ancient Greek. Winkler is well versed in 
Shakespeare’s works as well as the “vast, complex” literature 
on the authorship question. She reports on conversations with 
stolid Stratfordians who have devoted their careers to defend-
ing Shakespeare’s identity and with enthusiastic anti-Strat-
fordians who point to other individuals—or collaborators—as 
more likely playwrights: Francis Bacon, Christopher Marlowe, 
Edward de Vere, and Mary Sidney, who, like Bassano, could help 
to explain Shakespeare’s prowess in writing feminist drama. 

Suppose, Winkler suggests, “the author was not an uneducated 
man but an educated woman, concealing herself beneath a male 
name, as the heroines of the plays so often disguise themselves 
in masculine garb.” Winkler does not aim to solve the mystery 
but rather to point up the problems of ascertaining historical 
truth. “We take our knowledge of the past from sources we 
trust,” she writes, “few of us going back to check how a ‘histori-
cal fact’ was arrived at, whether it’s correct.”

A shrewd, entertaining journey into a literary quagmire.

PARTY OF ONE 
The Rise of Xi 
Jinping and China’s 
Superpower Future
Wong, Chun Han
Avid Reader Press (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 23, 2023
9781982185732  

A respected journalist combines 
history, headlines, and personal reflec-
tions in a careful analysis of China’s 

leader-for-life.
As the unquestioned leader of the world’s most-populous 

nation, Xi Jinping (b. 1953) may be the most powerful person 
on the planet. However, as is often the case in China, separat-
ing facts from myths is a difficult process. Wong, who covered 
China for the Wall Street Journal since 2014, is a good person 
to accept the challenge, and his critical biography synthesizes 
a huge body of research. Wong tracks through Xi’s formative 
period, including several years of exile to a hardscrabble rural 
province during the Cultural Revolution, and his slow climb 
through local politics toward the top. With a series of sponsors 
and mentors, he made a name for himself as a supercommitted 
party man, and in the post-Deng era he became the figure most 
likely to reassert central control and claim a dominant position 
for China on the global stage. Uniquely, once he became the 
country’s leader, he integrated the three crucial roles of party 
boss, head of state, and commander in chief of the military, and 
he pushed through changes that allowed him to remain in office 
permanently. Intelligent but not especially charismatic, his 
power stems from his institutional titles, but this reveals that 
his system of governance is brittle. Nothing moves unless he is 
personally involved. Wong points out that “his new-look Com-
munist Party has come to resemble, in some ways, the imperial 
bureaucracies of old—bigger and better organized, but no less 
autocratic, rigid, and plagued by succession woes.” The author 
suggests that when Xi departs or dies, there is likely to be a dan-
gerous power vacuum. In a concluding note, Wong notes that 
he was expelled from China in 2019 for reasons that were never 
made clear. It adds a personal dimension to an authoritative, 
clear-minded study.

A penetrating and timely unraveling of the personality and 
impact of a strongman president.
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RETURN TO MY TREES
Notes From the Welsh 
Woodlands
Yeomans, Matthew
Univ. of Wales (256 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 1, 2023
9781915279149  

A walk in the (Welsh) woods.
In 2020, travel and sustainability 

journalist Yeomans was anxious due to 
work stress and the onset of the Covid-

19 pandemic. At the same time, the Welsh government offered 
a potential reprieve, announcing plans for a National Forest, 
a walking and hiking path through the country similar to the 
Appalachian Trail in the U.S. By his own admission, the author 
was an unlikely candidate for nature writing, being initially 
inept at distinguishing different kinds of trees. But as he tra-
versed the proposed route, circling the country roughly clock-
wise from Wentwood, near his home in Cardiff, he became 
better informed on a host of subjects. From chapter to chapter 
and hike to hike, he expounds on the history of the Druids and 
other Celtic lore; Arthurian legends; the Norman invasion; iron-
works and coal mining; farming; and trees’ relationship to all of 
it. The author’s travels were practically defined by error and 
misjudgment: He got lost; discovered that paths were cut off 
by fences, bogs, and overgrowth; and at one point, accidentally 
stumbled on a shoot of the reality show I’m a Celebrity, Get Me 
Out of Here. As a writer, Yeomans is poised, merging tales of his 
trek’s calamities with history, folklore, dendrology, and environ-
mental data. Throughout his travels, he has seen the woodlands 
treated as dumping grounds, and he balances a lament for that 
mistreatment with a broader call to get ahead of the climate 
change crisis. More personally, he comes to acknowledge the 
emotional healing power of forests without lapsing into New 
Age–speak. That plainspokenness and hard-won wisdom makes 
his conclusion all the stronger: “Unless we start to see trees and 
nature as our equal rather than something we are superior to 
then we are still doomed.”

An informed and affable guide to Welsh nature and history. 

DELIVER ME FROM NOWHERE
The Making of Bruce 
Springsteen’s Nebraska
Zanes, Warren
Crown (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 2, 2023
9780593237410  

An exhaustive immersion into the 
most surprising album of Bruce Spring-
steen’s career.

In 1982, Springsteen released Nebraska, 
which, writes Zanes, “had something of a time-release quality. It 
revealed its strange power over the years, a thing people found 
in their own way and on their own time. It was passed around 

like a rumor.” Following his triumphant success and tour with 
its two-disc predecessor, The River, which had given him his first 
hit single in “Hungry Heart,” Springsteen had returned home 
depleted—though not really home, because he didn’t have one. 
He had broken up with his girlfriend and spent so much time on 
the road with his band that now he was alone, in a rented house, 
where he began writing songs and recording them to bring to the 
band. The songs were spare, and the recordings were raw. They 
made Jon Landau, Springsteen’s manager and friend, worry about 
the artist’s mood and mental condition. When Springsteen and 
the band regrouped in the studio, nothing he recorded, either 
with full backing or on his own, approached the power of the 
home demo tapes. Consequently, the demos that he had never 
intended as an album became the next album. The book fea-
tures an illuminating interview with Springsteen (who granted 
no interviews to promote Nebraska at the time), full cooperation 
from others involved (including Landau), and testimonials from 
musical acolytes profoundly inspired by the release, and Zanes 
builds a strong case for the album’s singularity, achievement, and 
influence. With a well-received Tom Petty biography and his own 
experience in the Boston band the Del Fuegos, the author was 
able to earn the trust of everyone he needed. Zanes is especially 
good at showing how connected and intertwined Nebraska was 
with its legendary follow-up, Born in the U.S.A., much of which 
was recorded during the same period.

Even those who aren’t convinced that Nebraska is Springs-
teen at his best will hear it with fresh ears.

UNEDUCATED
A Memoir of Flunking Out, 
Falling Apart, and Finding 
My Worth
Zara, Christopher
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780316268974  

A memoir that demonstrates how to 
succeed in business without a pedigree.

A journalist and senior news editor 
at Fast Company, Zara never graduated from an elite college. In 
fact, unlike most of his colleagues in journalism, he never went 
to college at all. A high school dropout, his only educational 
credential is a GED diploma. In a brisk, entertaining narrative, 
Zara recounts his bumpy path from a checkered school career 
that included many detentions, suspensions, and, finally, expul-
sion to an impressive position at a major media venue. Serious 
behavioral problems landed him in a psychiatric hospital when 
he was 16. In his teens, he was a punk rocker; by 22, he was a her-
oin addict working menial jobs to support a habit that he repeat-
edly tried to quit. Finally, after nine years living in Orlando and 
Seattle, he kicked drugs. In 2005, at the age of 35, he arrived in 
New York City. Searching for work, he found that the lack of 
a college degree loomed as a major impediment to his future 
no matter what job he applied for: “The educated, as a category, 
have a stranglehold on power and influence that is impossible 

“Even those who aren’t convinced that Nebraska is 
Springsteen at his best will hear it with fresh ears.” 

deliver me from nowhere
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to escape.” Zara deliberately omitted listing his education on 
his resume, and even on dating apps, and he was consumed by 
worry that an interviewer would probe his background. One 
who didn’t offered an unpaid internship at Show Business Weekly. 
Zara soon became the dying magazine’s overworked editor. As 
he pursued his career as a writer (he got an agent and a book 
contract) and editor, he felt recurring anxiety at being “on the 
wrong side of the diploma divide,” yet skepticism, too, about 
the value of higher education. “In a meritocracy,” he writes, 

“there is no higher reward than to cast a smug eye on an ultra-
successful career and say, I did it my way.”

A savvy account of an interesting life path.

LINCOLN’S GOD
How Faith Transformed a 
President and a Nation
Zeitz, Joshua
Viking (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 16, 2023
9781984882219  

A portrait of Lincoln’s faith life, with 
a changing America as the backdrop.

Zeitz, a contributing writer at Polit-
ico and author of Lincoln’s Boys, provides a 

broad overview of the rapidly changing faith journey of Lincoln 
individually and of the antebellum U.S. as a whole. The author 
explains that Lincoln was raised in a strictly Calvinist home, the 
son of hard-shell Baptists, who “distrusted seminary-trained 
theologians and believed that God could speak through ordi-
nary laypeople at least as well as college-educated elites. They 
had little use for ecclesiastical authority.” It was a theology 
quite opposed to the evangelical and reforming church move-
ments sweeping across America at the top. Lincoln rejected 
much of his parents’ theological beliefs, and he forged his own 
path while never quite shaking the concept of God as a distant 
judge. Zeitz spends most of the text describing how evangelical 
Christianity was transformed in a matter of decades into the 
dominant faith expression in America. “What started in the 
backwoods as a challenge to organized Christianity,” he notes, 

“became, in effect, the new Christian establishment. Evangelical 
Christianity wove itself inextricably into…civic and private life.” 
Lincoln, meanwhile, remained largely immune to this spiritual 
tide. He was, at best, a deist who respected yet dismissed tradi-
tional Christian beliefs. The Civil War—and, within that larger 
story, the personal suffering caused by the death of his son, Wil-
lie—changed everything, however, and in his final years, Lin-
coln became, if not a conventional Christian, definitely a man of 
deep and searching faith. Lincoln saw himself as an instrument 
of God, charged with waging a war meant to punish the entirety 
of the nation for the sin of slavery. Whose side God was on, if 
either, was known to God alone. Throughout, Zeitz is a com-
petent guide to this specific piece of American religious history.

A worthwhile addition to the corpus of Lincoln studies.

IS IT HOT IN HERE? 
Or Am I Suffering for All 
Eternity for the Sins I 
Committed on Earth?
Zimmerman, Zach
Chronicle Books (220 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  April 18, 2023
9781797217574  

Debut collection from a gay South-
ern comedian.

From Jesus Christ to “Some First-
Date Red Flags To Watch Out For” to his status as “a longtime fan 
of the Papa Johns brand and its garlic sauce product,” Zimmer-
man ranges widely in these (mostly) comedic essays. Through-
out, the author’s dry wit comes across as appealingly ridiculous. 
Some essays are introspective, exploring his upbringing in the 
Bible Belt, his relationship with his God-fearing mother, and 
his identity as “a queer, vegetarian, atheist socialist.” Others are 
short and quippy—e.g., “Seven New Sins—and Tortures Too,” 
a bullet-point list of some of the annoying parts of existence, 
including “engaging in bad-faith discourse about topics that do 
not materially impact your reality” or “using the word nonzero.” 
Most of the book is well written, but there are some abrasive 
or abrupt cuts from the longer personal stories to the quick, 
chuckle-inducing lists. In many of the pieces, Zimmerman pin-
points the emotion of growing up and away from your family’s 
ideals while still holding love for its members. Chronicling a 
recent experience at Thanksgiving, he writes, “instead of yell-
ing about athe ism, Christianity, Trump, abortion, homosexual-
ity, kids in cages, racism, capitalism, and socialism, we passed 
the mac ’n’ cheese and potatoes.” The author also tackles such 
noncomedic topics as freezing Chicago winters, conversations 
with Satan, 30th birthdays, and questions for God: “Right now, 
are more people smoking a cigarette, drinking whiskey, or strug-
gling with their relationship with their father?” Zimmerman’s 
essays function like breaks in a stand-up routine, and most of 
his material translates well to the page. The narrative flow is 
rapid as the author delivers refreshingly funny looks at a vari-
ety of unfunny topics. Some readers will find deeper resonance 
with the author’s self-deprecating but honest story, especially if 
they grew up with a religious background.

Fans of stand-up and lighthearted essays will appreciate 
Zimmerman’s sensical absurdity. 
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children’s
THE LIZARD PRINCE AND OTHER SOUTH AMERICAN STORIES 
Ed. By Kate Ashwin, Kel McDonald & Alberto Rayo ..................... 96

BECOMING CHARLEY by Kelly DiPucchio; 
illus. by Loveis Wise ........................................................................... 110

A DAY IN THE SUN by Diana Ejaita ............................................... 110

WHAT MY DADDY LOVES by Raissa Figueroa ................................ 113

THE STORYTELLER by Brandon Hobson .......................................... 117

IN THE TUNNEL by Julie Lee ...........................................................120

THE BOOK OF TURTLES by Sy Montgomery; 
illus. by Matt Patterson ......................................................................122

HELLO, MISTER BLUE by Daria Peoples ..........................................124

THE WORLD’S BEST CLASS PLANT by Scanlon, Liz Garton & 
Audrey Vernick; illus. by Lynnor Bontigao .......................................129

THE LABORS OF HERCULES BEAL by Gary D. Schmidt .............. 130

BIG KIDS NO EVERYTHING by Wednesday Kirwan ...................... 139

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE WORLD’S BEST
CLASS PLANT
Scanlon, Garton Liz & 
Audrey Vernick
Illus. by Lynnor Bontigao
Putnam (40 pp.)
$18.99  |  May 30, 2023
9780525516354

WINDRUSH CHILD
The Tale of a Caribbean 
Child Who Faced a New 
Horizon
Agard, John
Illus. by Sophie Bass
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
978-1-5362-2853-3  

A small child and their family leave their Caribbean home 
for a new life in England.

Symbols of island life such as palm trees and seabirds swirl 
around to bid farewell and even question why the child and their 
family are going. The child remembers a promise to their grand-
mother to write as well as her comforting goodbye hug. Once 
the family arrives, the child’s letter to her shares their shipboard 
experience and how they are coping in their new home. After 
the protagonist recovers from so much time at sea, their descrip-
tions are full of optimism as they acclimate to a new—and vastly 
different—land. Award-winning poet Agard depicts just one 
example of the journeys taken by the Windrush Generation, 
those who traveled by ship from Caribbean countries to Great 
Britain between 1948 and 1971 (the first of those voyages was on 
the ship Empire Windrush). By centering the lyrical narrative on a 
young child, he aptly demonstrates both the difficulties and pos-
sibilities that immigrant families encounter—one that speaks 
both to the Windrush story and to the immigration experience 
in general. Bass’ vibrant gouache-and-pen illustrations enhance 
the text and add to the storytelling in unique ways, making it 
clear that the new residents bring a valuable perspective to their 
new homes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A poetic and colorful celebration of a specific yet univer-
sal story. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

SAVING THE NIGHT
How Light Pollution Is 
Harming Life on Earth
Aitken, Stephen
Orca (48 pp.) 
$21.95  |  March 14, 2023
9781459831070 
Series: Orca Footprints, 26 

An overview of the effects of artifi-
cial light on nature and us.

Aitken notes that many wild creatures are confused by 
increased levels of nighttime illumination—after all, as he 
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states, half of all invertebrates, 3 out of 4 mammals, and nearly 
all amphibians are nocturnal. At times, he gets a bit off mes-
sage, allowing that many bats enjoy the “all-you-can-eat bug-
fest” around streetlights; he also discusses how 3 out of 4 sea 
creatures naturally glow in the dark and that miners have used 
fireflies and dried fish skins for light. However, his laments for 
the loss of unobstructed views of the night sky and the deaths of 
millions of bird colliding with lit windows, his warnings about 
the effects of blue (but not yellow) LED lights on our levels of 
melatonin, and his reports on how brighter security lights cause 
crime levels to rise—and vice versa—are well taken, and he does 
close with a sensible invitation to young nature lovers to flick 
the switches off and “take a walk on the dark side.” Color pho-
tos supply views of densely starry skies, lit up cityscapes, wild-
life, and diverse sets of human observers.

Veers off course occasionally but flashes on a too often 
unconsidered sort of environmental pollution. (resource lists, 
glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 9-12)

LITTLE TROUBLEMAKER 
MAKES A MESS
Ajayi Jones, Luvvie
Illus. by Joey Spiotto
Philomel (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780593526095  

Speaker, bestselling author, and self-proclaimed trouble-
maker Ajayi Jones’ debut picture book follows a child learning 
what it means to make good trouble.

When Luvvie and her older sister, Kami, who are of Nige-
rian descent, are left home alone, Luvvie decides to have a snack 
before dinner. Disappointed to find sandwiches in the fridge, 
Luvvie tries to convince Kami to help her make jollof rice to 
surprise their mother. Kami declines. Undeterred, Luvvie pro-
ceeds to make a mess prepping ingredients that seem to land 
everywhere except the pot. Ready to begin cooking, Luvvie 
calls Kami, who is stunned by the huge mess in the kitchen. 
Though Kami offers to clean up after she finishes her own proj-
ect, Luvvie once again defies her older sister, creating—if pos-
sible—an even bigger mess. When Mom returns, she’s shocked. 
Is Luvvie in “BIG TROUBLE”? Not quite—Mom understands 
that Luvvie just wanted to help, and she tells the girl that later 
they’ll brainstorm ways to make good trouble (which, per the 
backmatter, “makes the world a better place”). This adorable 
tale will resonate with children who recognize feelings of impa-
tience, being too small, and wanting to be helpful. The playful 
and brightly colored illustrations match the book’s cheerful 
mood. Ideal for storytime, this one will also help kids develop 
social-emotional skills. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lighthearted tale perfect for setting little ones on the 
path to good trouble. (note about jollof rice) (Picture book. 5-8)

DREAMER
Aliu, Akim with Greg Anderson Elysée
Illus. by Karen De la Vega & Marcus 
Williams
Graphix/Kaepernick Publishing 
(128 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338787603  

A biracial former professional hockey 
player recounts his endless battle against 
systemic racism.

Aliu’s powerful graphic memoir opens with his joyful mem-
ory of falling in love with hockey as a child—juxtaposed with a 
scene of him being brutalized by a racist teammate. Readers are 
introduced to his parents—his father was Nigerian; his mother 
was Ukrainian—who faced discrimination for their interracial 
relationship. An older version of Aliu recounts his early life liv-
ing in both Ukraine and Nigeria (including the difficulties his 
family encountered in each country) before eventually mov-
ing to Canada. There, young Aliu often felt like an outsider. 
When he discovered hockey, he put his all into becoming the 
best despite frequently being the only Black boy on his teams 
and relying on thrifted equipment. The strife he constantly 
confronted is clearly detailed—physical assaults, lack of recog-
nition (despite stellar performances, he was often ranked rela-
tively low), and racial slurs from NHL coach Bill Peters. Aliu 
makes clear that the racism he endured was institutional and 
that no individual player can dismantle it, but he believes that 
together we can work to effect change. His honest account of 
persevering in the face of oppression will inspire young read-
ers, even reluctant ones, to pursue their passions no matter how 
seemingly insurmountable. Blunt, simple language, a brisk pace, 
and realistic illustrations work harmoniously to keep readers 
engaged.

A story that will encourage youth to fight for their dreams. 
(Graphic nonfiction. 9-14)

LITTLE PERSON
Amavisca, Luis
Illus. by Anna Font
Trans. by Luis Amavisca & 
Rami Abu Salman
NubeOcho (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 9, 2023
9788419253323 
Series: Somos8 

A small boy goes about his day.
The first spread introduces Little Person as a child with 

light skin and dark hair who “lives in an apartment in a big 
city.” Ensuing pages show Little Person navigating everyday life, 
with a parent present to provide nurturing care and company 
in the warmly illustrated scenes around the city and at home. 
The name Daddy is used once, while Dad is mentioned later on. 
Only one adult is depicted on any given page and never fully 
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Several years ago, a friend told 
me he was planning on taking calcu-
lus classes at a local community col-
lege. Voluntarily signing up to learn 
math? I was perplexed...until a few 
months ago, when I came across sev-
eral standout math-themed picture 
books. I was drawn to these titles not 
because of the lessons they taught 
but because they left me with feel-
ings of joy and wonder—emotions 

I’d never before associated with this subject. Unlike Eng-
lish, writing, or art, math classes typically don’t reward stu-
dents for veering off course. But these books do just that. 
Offering innovative, thought-provoking, and, in some cas-
es, wildly funny takes on everything from patterns to ex-
ponential growth, these stories encourage kids to approach 
math with a sense of adventure, humor, and passion.

Tony Piedra and Mackenzie Joy’s One Tiny Treefrog: A 
Countdown to Survival (Candlewick, Feb. 14) does triple duty 
as a counting book, an introduction 
to the life cycle of the red-eyed tree-
frog, and an eye-opening reminder 
that Mother Nature isn’t as cuddly 
as she appears. The book begins with 
10 treefrog eggs and counts down as 
hungry animals pick off the tadpoles, 
with just one making it to adulthood. 
In the lush paintings, the predators 
are terrifying, and though the determined little tadpoles are 
never anthropomorphized, readers will root for them to beat 
the odds. Piedra and Joy have managed a rare feat—a count-
ing primer with a Hitchcock-ian sense of suspense.

The title of Claudio Aguilera’s 9 Kilometers (Eerdmans, 
Feb. 28), illustrated by Gabriela Lyon and translated from 
Spanish by Lawrence Schimel, refers to the distance a Chil-

ean child must walk to school each 
day. Our young narrator has the 
mind of a budding mathematician 
and the soul of a poet. Traversing 
rivers and forests, they ponder: 
How long would it take a snail 
to make the journey? A puma? 
How many steps are in a kilome-
ter? How many skips? Why does 
the trip feel “like a stone inside 

a worn-out shoe” some days but “as sweet as a handful of 
blackberries” on others? All are questions that will burrow 
inside curious readers’ own heads.

They say some things, like 
love, are immeasurable, but read-
ers will question that assump-
tion after finishing Lalena Fish-
er’s clever and poignant Friends 
Beyond Measure (Harper/Harper- 
Collins, Feb. 28), which uses in-
fographics to chart the ups and 
downs of Ana and Harwin’s 
friendship. Venn diagrams show 
what the two have in common, while a bar graph measures 
Ana’s emotions upon learning Harwin is moving (“shock” 
and “sadness” dwarf “excitement for you”). Kudos to Fish-
er: How many authors can say they’ve sparked a passion for 
pie charts and pictograms?

In Tadgh Bentley’s One Chicken Nugget (Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins, March 7), Frank, a voracious monster, gob-

bles up the nuggets that food-
truck owner Celeste sells. She at-
tempts to get rid of him (“mon-
sters are not good for business”) 
with a contest in which competi-
tors eat twice as many nuggets 
each day as they did the previous 
one—surely even Frank will be put 
off his beloved snack after a tril-
lion nuggets? Drawing from folk-

tales told across the world and over centuries, Bentley uses 
humor to help readers wrap their minds around the dizzy-
ingly huge numbers associated with exponential growth.

Part of Charlesbridge’s Storytelling Math series, Grace 
Lin’s board book A Beautiful House for Birds (March 14) fol-
lows young Olivia as she paints al-
ternating pink and green stripes 
on a birdhouse. Distracted, Oliv-
ia accidentally paints a blue stripe 
but realizes she can just incorpo-
rate a new color. Social-emotional 
learning skills (staying flexible in 
the face of the unexpected is no 
small feat for a small child), the 
concept of patterns, and artistry 
all blend in this simple yet elegant tale.

Mahnaz Dar is a young readers’ editor.

PICTURE BOOKS  |  Mahnaz Dar

the joy of math
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seen (their skin is light). This illustrative choice, along with the 
use of both names, opens the door for readers to read Little Per-
son as the son of two fathers. There is no storyline to follow, and 
the voice of the text, translated from Spanish, feels as though 
it’s that of a parent detailing Little Person’s likes (books, imagi-
native play), skills (“He knows how to imitate the language of 
the birds”), and challenges (falling down, though Daddy is there 
to offer comfort). It ends on a wistful note that seems pitched 
to adults rather than child readers: “Soon enough, Little Person 
will be Big Person.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet children’s book that ultimately seems more 
wrapped up in big people’s feelings than little ones’. (Picture 
book. 3-5)

THE THIEF WHO 
SANG STORMS
Anderson, Sophie
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781338875430  

A valiant girl with feathers acts to 
save her father and her island community. 

Thirteen-year-old Linnet is an alko-
nost, or bird person, who longs for her 
old life when she lived comfortably with 

her parents in the town of Spark and had friends both human 
and alkonost. This harmonious union existed for the thousands 
of years after a shipwreck left humans stranded on the alko-
nosts’ island of Morovia. But after a freak storm and tidal wave 
killed the queens, one alkonost and one human, and devastated 
the island, tyrannical Capt. Ilya of the royal guards has worked 
to eliminate the alkonosts’ singing magic, which many humans 
blamed for the tragedy. When Linnet’s father is taken prisoner, 
Linnet turns to friends old and new and to Hero, her childhood 
compatriot, now a member of the royal guard, for help. Ander-
son delivers convincing, inviting worldbuilding, wide in scope, 
lovely in its evocation of landscapes, and entrancing in descrip-
tions of foods, crafts, clothing, and feathers. Linnet’s deter-
mined hopefulness and strong spirit bolster her realization that 
love, not hatred or anger, will help heal the island. This informs 
her actions and bold opposition to tyranny on the day of her 
father’s trial. Anderson’s author’s note reveals that the story is 
a reimagining of the Russian folk poem “Nightingale the Rob-
ber.” Alkonosts’ skin color can change hue for camouflage when 
they molt; Hero has black hair and light brown skin, and other 
human characters are racially diverse.

Impressively different and captivating. (Fantasy. 9-13)

RUBY THE RAMBUNCTIOUS
Andrés, José Carlos
Illus. by Lucía Serrano
Trans. by Cecilia Ross
NubeOcho (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 11, 2023
9788418599989 
Series: Égalité 

An active girl with a muscular disability faces overly permis-
sive parents.

Ruby falls down a lot. Whether dancing, running, or visit-
ing the bakery, she somehow ends up on the ground. At first, 
everyone thinks she’s clumsy—including Ruby herself. So when 
a brown-skinned doctor explains that Ruby’s muscles simply 

“[don’t] work well,” Ruby is overjoyed (“I’m not clumsy!”). Her 
parents, however, react very differently. While her brothers still 
get “told off ” for misbehaving, Ruby suddenly does not. Though 
her parents are clearly frustrated, they let her shenanigans slide—
even when Ruby draws on Dad’s favorite painting and brings 
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Mom’s tablet into the bathtub. “Don’t you care about me?” a 
bewildered Ruby wonders. Finally, she erupts across a double-
page spread: “I DON’T WANT TO BE TREATED DIFFER-
ENT THAN MY BROTHERS!” But, Ruby’s little brother 
points out, she is different—she’s “the most rambunctious of 
us all!” To Ruby’s relief, she’s finally scolded. In an encouraging 
conclusion, a manual wheelchair enables her to race, play, and 
continue raising joyful mayhem. Andrés’ upbeat text, translated 
from Spanish, will engage young readers while gently remind-
ing parents that nondisabled and disabled kids alike need rules 
and boundaries. Serrano’s energetic cartoon illustrations viv-
idly depict Ruby’s mischievous antics and infectious emotions. 
Ruby and her mom have pale skin; her dad and brothers have 
light-brown skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Humorously insightful. (Picture book. 4-6)

NOTHING COULD STOP HER
The Courageous Life of Ruth 
Gruber
Arato, Rona
Illus. by Isabel Muñoz
Kar-Ben (120 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 1, 2023
9781728445618  

A biography of a journalist, human 
rights advocate, and truth teller.

Arato opens with a look at Ruth Gruber’s (1911-2016) child-
hood. The children of Russian Jewish immigrants, she was born 
in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, where everyone she knew was Jew-
ish and spoke Yiddish. At school she discovered a wider world 
with Irish, Polish, and Black students and teachers. She was a 
brilliant student, entering college at age 15, majoring in German, 
and later becoming the youngest person ever to earn a Ph.D. 
While studying in Germany, she observed the rise of Nazism 
and the escalating antisemitism. Back in the United Sates, she 
began writing for the Herald Tribune, but she knew her life’s pur-
pose was to fight injustice with words and images. She worked 
on newspaper and government assignments that took her to 
Nazi Germany, Poland, Siberia, Alaska, and, in 1944, to Europe 
and back, escorting 954 mostly Jewish refugees to a camp in 
Oswego, New York, where she remained as their advocate and 
friend. She listened and wrote of their horrific experiences and 
fought tirelessly for them to be given permanent status after the 
war. This exciting, accessible narrative relates Ruth’s exploits in 
meticulously researched detail. Insets provide salient informa-
tion, while Muñoz’s softly hued illustrations carefully highlight 
key events. 

A moving account of an unstoppable woman. (author’s 
note, photographs, glossary, source notes, timeline, selected 
bibliography, index) (Biography. 8-12)

THE LIZARD PRINCE 
AND OTHER SOUTH 
AMERICAN STORIES 
Ed. by Ashwin, Kate, Kel McDonald & 
Alberto Rayo
Iron Circus Comics (200 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781638991212 
Series: Cautionary Fables & Fairytales 

Descend into a world of magic, mis-
fortune, and mischief in this comics 

anthology of South American folklore.
Retold by an array of artists and writers with roots in 

South America, these 12 stories run the gamut from bitter-
sweet to eerie. Rick Lazo’s “The Muki’s Deal” kicks it all off 
with aplomb. Visiting a small Peruvian mining town, Kori fights 
off boredom by searching for little creatures known as Mukis. 
Entries offer clever modern takes on these traditional stories; 
in Rodrigo Vargas’ subversive Chilean “The Bum Who Tricked 
the Devil,” a man strikes a deal with the devil—here depicted 
as a loan banker—to save his sister from debt. Ghoulish humor, 
suspenseful twists, and a range of artistic styles make this an 
immensely appealing work. Recurring themes (respect for 
nature, survival in the face of oppression) pop up throughout, 
and a range of heroes, dreamers, and survivors step into the 
spotlight to prevail over foes familiar and fantastical. In Shadia 
Amin’s terrifying Colombian tale “Madre de Agua,” a sick girl is 
healed by the Mother of Water in the light of day and, in turn, 
must save her brother from the creature’s deathly grip under 
the shadow of night. In Lore Vicente’s stellar, titular tale, the 
prince and his lover must travel many miles separately to break 
the Lizard Witch’s curse and reunite.

By turns gripping, haunting, and tender, this collection is a 
winner. (Graphic anthology. 10-12)

IT’S NOT BRAGGING 
IF IT’S TRUE
How To Be Awesome at Life
Avant-garde, Zaila
Random House (144 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 2, 2023
9780593568996
9780593569009 PLB  

Avant-garde, who in 2021 became 
the first African American winner of the 
Scripps National Spelling Bee, offers 

guidance to readers eager to follow their own dreams.
Though the author’s many achievements—among them two 

basketball-related Guinness World Records and being named 
SportsKid 2021 of the year by Sports Illustrated Kids—may look 
effortless, she stresses that it’s been hard work. In this chatty 
book, the 16-year-old shares her recipe for success. “Being on a 
team is part of what makes me a champion,” she says. As a home-
schooled student, she’s almost always around her family, and she 

“By turns gripping, haunting, and tender, this collection is a winner.”
the lizard prince and other south american stories
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watches out for her younger brothers. Avant-garde believes that 
a willingness to embrace being different (her curiosity and love 
of doing math in her head set her apart) is another important 
factor. She encourages readers to learn as much as they can 
about the things they care about and to choose, and understand, 
their opponents, though she adds that an opponent isn’t neces-
sarily a person (for her, it’s the dictionary). Working hard is a 
major part of her equation, as is asking for help. Avant-garde 
reminds readers that they can learn just as much from setbacks 
as from triumphs and advises them to find ways to recharge. 
Finally, she notes, persistence is crucial. Avant-garde’s advice is 
solid, and her peppy, casual tone will speak to readers.

An upbeat volume that encourages young people to reach 
for the stars. (Memoir/self-help. 8-12)

THE CARPET
An Afghan Family Story
Azaad, Dezh
Illus. by Nan Cao
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781419763618  

A carpet holds a treasured place for a child and their family, 
Afghan refugees.

The story begins with this family of six—“mother, father, 
sisters, brothers”—as they sit on the carpet, sipping tea and 
talking. As they gather “greens, fresh and crispy,” the carpet 
becomes a space for food preparation. It is also a place where 
the protagonist and their siblings can play make-believe games 
as well as a spot for listening to stories. The carpet is also “for 
remembering,” however. When war came, the family was 
forced to leave their home; like a stranger in a strange land, the 
protagonist sometimes feels lonely and out of place now, but 

“the carpet keeps me grounded” and connected to their home-
land. Inspired by Azaad’s own life, this powerful, lyrical tale 
speaks to the importance of sharing, learning, caring, and other 
values. References to basil, mint, dill, parsley, and a mythical 
bird known as the Simorgh enrich the story, emphasizing the 
family’s connection to their culture. Cao’s vibrant illustrations 
complement the text, capturing the importance of the carpet in 
this family’s life and celebrating “a piece of home.” Though the 
author’s note mentions that Afghans are about “family, not war,” 
there is no context about the war in question, so caregivers or 
educators may need to fill in some gaps. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A love letter to family, culture, and home. (Picture book. 4-8)

HARMONY & ECHO
The Mermaid Ballet
Barrager, Brigette
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-984830-42-5
9781984830432 PLB  

A friend’s hand comes in handy.
Brown-skinned Harmony, who has 

long raven tresses, and tan-skinned 
Echo, who has a chin-length, straw-colored bob, are mermaid 
BFFs with lots in common: They collect sea glass and love fairy 
tales and daydreaming. But there are also differences between 
the two: Nothing fazes cool, collected Harmony, while Echo 
is a major worrywart. With an upcoming ballet performance 
looming, Echo frets about forgetting her routine. Despite 
Harmony’s calm assurance that all will be well because they’ve 
practiced repeatedly, Echo is still anxious. Harmony advises 
her pal to squeeze her hand if she gets scared; Echo begs for 
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Contemporary middle-grade 
books increasingly show an aware-
ness of the impact of mental health 
concerns on children and young teens. 
This critical representation serves to 
increase compassion, reduce stigma, 
model healthy ways of coping, and 
help young people feel seen. The fol-
lowing titles are compelling reads and 
enlightening conversation starters that 
end on reassuring notes.

The sometimes-terrifying consequences of sharing con-
tent online are sensitively addressed in 
Sydney Dunlap’s It Happened on Saturday 
(Jolly Fish Press, Feb. 21), in which eighth 
grader Julia is groomed by the confeder-
ate of a human trafficker. Lonely and 
struggling socially, she’s a vulnerable tar-
get for suave Tyler, whose excessive at-
tention hides his ulterior motives. Julia 
exemplifies post-traumatic growth as, 
with the help of counseling, she works 
through her near miss and uses her expe-
rience to educate others.

Science-fiction elements are creatively woven into an 
emotional family story in Izzy at the End of the World by K.A. 
Reynolds (Clarion/HarperCollins, Feb. 21). Izzy, 14, lost her 
mother to cancer. This was hard enough—but she’s left reel-
ing when strange lights appear in the sky and her remaining 
family members vanish. Izzy sets out with her dog to figure 
out what happened to them. Her anxiety, depression, and au-
tism are thoughtfully woven into her characterization.

In Aniana del Mar Jumps In by Jas-
minne Mendez (Dial Books, March 14), 
the adverse impact of a parent’s PTSD 
is compassionately explored. Ani has 
a passion and talent for swimming—
but it’s something she must do in se-
cret, supported by Papi. Since her twin 
brother drowned before her eyes, leav-
ing her suffering nightmares, Mami 
has been terrified of the water. Ani’s 
new diagnosis of juvenile idiopathic 
arthritis complicates matters as she 

learns to live with both a disability and her mother’s height-
ened protectiveness.

Mirror to Mirror by Rajani LaRocca (Quill Tree Books/
HarperCollins, March 21) is a beautifully rendered novel 
in verse that follows Maya and Chaya, 12-year-old identical 

twins whose close relationship comes 
under strain. The sisters absorb the 
tension of their parents’ fighting. They 
also struggle with the anxiety that 
Maya, who is more tightly wound, is 
trying to keep hidden. Chaya’s well-in-
tentioned attempt to help relieve some 
of her sister’s stress has unintended 
consequences.

In this nuanced, atmospheric nov-
el, 10-year-old Julia tries to help her 
mother who has bipolar disorder. Julia and the Shark by Kiran 
Millwood Hargrave, illustrated by Tom de Freston (Union 

Square Kids, March 28), follows a 
family spending the summer in Scot-
land’s Shetland Islands, where Mum is 
studying the elusive Greenland shark. 
As Mum’s mental health spirals, Julia 
initially feels she’s lost her but ulti-
mately comes to recognize that she’s 

“found the real Mum, with her compli-
cations and tangles and tears.”

Shannon in the Spotlight by Kalena 
Miller (Delacorte, April 25) skillfully 
weaves the protagonist’s OCD into 

her characterization: It’s an inescapable part of her life but 
certainly not the entirety of it, as Shannon performs in youth 
theater, navigates shifting friendship dynamics, and crushes 
on a boy. Shannon is supported in living with her OCD by her 
therapist, but she feels the weight of managing her mother’s 
worries, and her maternal grandmother is not very under-
standing of her needs. 

Susan Tan insightfully explores 
the impact of life’s traumas and a par-
ent’s mental illness in Ghosts, Toast, and 
Other Hazards (Roaring Brook Press, 
April 25). Twelve-year-old Mo is go-
ing through a lot: Her beloved step-
father suddenly left the family, her 
mother is consumed by deep depres-
sion, they’ve moved and now live with 
Mo’s great-uncle, and she faces bully-
ing at her new school. It’s no wonder 
Mo begins to dwell on anxious fears 
about all the ways life can go wrong.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor. 

MIDDLE-GRADE  |  Laura Simeon

books that explore 
mental health
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one last practice. All goes…swimmingly. During the show, Echo 
squeezes Harmony’s hand, Harmony reciprocates, and, as she 
predicted, the performance goes off splendidly. The audience 
claps and claps, the friends enjoy ice cream afterward, and they 
agree that hand-holding is “for whenever we need to.” This thin 
but sweet story reinforces the idea that true friends are always 
there to lend a helping hand. The brightly colored illustrations, 
rendered in watercolor ink and Photoshop, depict winsome, 
wide-eyed Harmony and Echo with tails of different hues: Har-
mony’s is yellow, while Echo’s is pink. Their lush, bubbly, watery 
environment, filled with assorted sea life, is inviting. Back-
ground mermaid characters are diverse in skin tone. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Mermaid mavens will take to this pair like fish to water. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

THE FORGOTTEN CREATION
Bass, Guy
Illus. by Pete Williamson
Tiger Tales (192 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781664340626 
Series: Stitch Head, 1 

A stitched-together creature discov-
ers his purpose.

Fulbert Freakfinder’s Traveling Car-
nival of Unnatural Wonders has arrived 

in the village of Grubbers Nubbin, but the show doesn’t wow 
the jaded audience. Suddenly, howls fill the air, sending the vil-
lagers scurrying indoors, and Freakfinder follows the sounds to 
a dark castle on a hill. Meanwhile, in the castle, Stitch Head, 
the first creation of Mad Professor Erasmus, hides in the rafters, 
forgotten for decades, watching his maker animate yet another 
almost-alive creature. As with past endeavors, Stitch Head is 
prepared to stop this new creation from bringing harm to the 
village—and to keep the villagers from destroying the castle in 
revenge. Freakfinder soon arrives to find new wonders for his 
carnival, and Stitch Head must decide if he wants to find fame 
with the carnival or take a chance at new friendships in the 
castle where he’s lived a lonely life protecting the best friend 
who forgot him. Young readers looking to move beyond early 
chapter books will enjoy this silly, creepy story, while older read-
ers will recognize the deeper themes of loneliness, friendship, 
being forgotten, and looking beyond the surface to discover 
that the real monsters are sometimes human. Reminiscent of 
Edward Gorey’s and Charles Addams’ art, the dynamic black-
and white illustrations convey characters’ emotions and offer 
fun details. Human characters are pale-skinned in Williamson’s 
art.

A cutely grotesque tale with thrills and heart. (Fiction. 7-10)

THE PIRATE’S EYE
Bass, Guy
Illus. by Pete Williamson
Tiger Tales (192 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781664340633 
Series: Stitch Head, 2 

Stitch Head embarks on a journey by 
sea.

The creations of Mad Professor Eras-
mus, Stitch Head, “a jigsaw of bits, pieces, 

and spare parts,” and the Creature spend their days in Castle 
Grotteskew attempting to subdue the professor’s monsters. 
When they and their friend Arabella, a pale-skinned girl from 
the nearby village, stumble upon the long-forgotten playroom 
where Stitch Head began his almost-life, they find the journal 
of Captain Flashpowder, who, on the book’s cover, has one icy-
blue eye that resembles Stitch Head’s right eye. Could Stitch 
Head be “part pirate”? He and his friends are inspired to build 
a ship. After receiving an invitation to accept the Lifetime of 
Mad Professoring Award, Erasmus decides to leave the castle—
forever. Though deeply hurt, Stitch Head realizes he, too, can 
leave, and the crew takes to the sea. While the book begins with 
a thrilling chase, the story pivots and slows as Stitch Head wor-
ries about his duty toward the professor and grapples with feel-
ings of abandonment and inadequacy and a lack of direction. It 
is not until almost two-thirds in that the sense of excitement 
returns. The leisurely pace is saved by humor and short chapters 
that begin with entertaining excerpts from the journal of Cap-
tain Flashpowder as well as morbidly quaint black-and-white 
illustrations sprinkled throughout.

A little slow moving, but once the sails unfurl, readers are 
in for a silly adventure. (Fiction. 7-10)

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT
Her Path to Kindness
Becker, Helaine
Illus. by Aura Lewis
Christy Ottaviano Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780316316415  

How the future first lady overcame 
her fears.

A misleading subtitle isn’t all that afflicts this profile—
which, rather than highlight Roosevelt’s “kindness,” points to 
an early experience of being tossed off a damaged ocean liner 
into a lifeboat as the origin of deep anxiety issues and goes on, 
in the wake of the deaths of her parents and brother, to trace the 
blossoming of her self-confidence under the tutelage of Marie 
Souvestre, headmistress at a British boarding school, and her 
initial involvement in social causes. The author ends with Elea-
nor’s first chance encounter with Franklin but expands on her 
career and legacy in an afterword. There’s a condescending tone 
toward others in parts of Becker’s narrative (“As she approached 
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Ellen Oh is a Korean American author, co-found-
er of the nonprofit We Need Diverse Books, and edi-
tor of the anthology Flying Lessons. Her newest project, 
You Are Here: Connecting Flights (Allida/HarperCollins, 
March 7), is a poignant set of stories that take place on 
the same summer night in the same terminal at Chi-
cago’s O’Hare Airport. Although every protagonist is 
East or Southeast Asian and 12 years old, that is where 
the similarities end: From an autistic Korean middle 
schooler to a Filipino basketball player to a biracial 
Chinese Jew, the characters represent members of the 
Asian American diaspora who are too rarely seen. The 
volume’s 12 talented Asian American contributors—
including Erin Entrada Kelly, Grace Lin, Linda Sue 
Park, Randy Ribay, and Christina Soontornvat—have 
co-created a text that reads more like a novel than a 
set of short stories; in a starred review, Kirkus calls it 

“compelling and nuanced.” Over video chat, we asked 
Ellen about the inspiration, process, and politics that 
led to this fabulously inventive read. The conversation 
has been edited for length and clarity.

What inspired this project?

It started with an email from an Asian American blog-
ger who was justifiably upset that Flying Lessons left 
out an Asian American diaspora story. I’m Asian, and I 
missed this! I’ve been talking about putting together a 
set of Asian diaspora stories ever since.

You’re such a prolific writer. Why did you decide to tack-
le the topics in this book with a group of authors rather 
than through a novel of your own?
Given the rise of anti-Asian sentiment—it was No-
vember 2020, and we were in the thick of it—I wanted 
to reach out to a small group of authors for this collec-
tion. Honestly, though, anti-Asian hate and violence 
have always been there. It was just heightened during 
the pandemic. All my life I’ve heard, “Go back to Chi-
na, go back to where you belong.” If I had a dollar for 
each time that I heard that, I’d be a millionaire! 

Because of those past experiences I was very aware 
that this couldn’t just be me and my story. It would be 
much more powerful with a larger cast of contributors. 
The first email I sent was to Linda Sue Park. I asked 
if she would be interested, and she was like, “YES, 
PLEASE!” Like shouting in all caps. 

I don’t call it an anthology. I wanted this project to be 
interrelated stories where characters weave in and out of 
each other’s worlds. The storytelling was so fluid because 
everyone wasn’t only invested in their stories, but invest-
ed in everyone else’s stories, too. Everyone wrote their 
story with an eye for weaving in other characters. 

That must’ve taken some serious collaboration. What 
was your process?
For the first couple of sessions, we talked over email. 
But as we added more and more authors, that started 
to become cumbersome. I think it was Randy [Ribay] 
who said, “You know, this could have been done over 
Zoom.” Then the hard part was trying to get 12 people 
to schedule a Zoom! 

BEHIND THE BOOK

Ellen Oh
The co-founder of We Need Diverse Books discusses You Are Here, the 
new story collection she edited
BY MATHANGI SUBRAMANIAN

Susie Jam
es Photography
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On those calls, we wanted to get deep into the de-
tails. But there was always at least one or two people 
missing, so I would take copious notes. In fact, I re-
corded our calls so I could go back and take a lot of 
notes. This ended up being helpful because I was able 
to capture a lot of the things you miss when you’re par-
ticipating. I had a spreadsheet with information—what 
are the characters’ names? Who’s with them? What 
are they wearing?—so that we could track how people 
were using other people’s characters. 

Also, there were moments where I would jump on 
calls with authors who had a story connection. I helped 
them work out the details and to see what I saw, be-
cause I was involved in all the stories. I have to tell you 
those calls were so much fun. It was like work and hang-
ing out. It was the pandemic, so most hanging out was 
on Zoom anyway. 

The book is so cinematic. If this ever went to the screen, 
who would you want in the cast?
We sold the book [to the publisher] on a few summa-
ries [of potential stories], but the summaries were like a 
movie where there is an inciting event that ripples into 
everyone’s story. Then the final story captures all the 
other stories, like a grand finale. Kind of like the mov-
ie Crash: You’ve got all these storylines that don’t seem 
connected, and then, all of sudden, you see how they 
connect. That’s what I was going for. 

For my story, I would envision Lee Byung-hun, 
who’s in this K-drama called Our Blues. He’s also in 
Squid Games. He and Shin Min-a, who’s one of my fa-
vorite actors, have such great chemistry! They’re per-
fect for the roles of Sujin’s parents. 

How has your work co-founding We Need Diverse Books 
shaped this and other projects?
Coming from the We Need Diverse Books movement, 
I’ve found that the kid-lit community is a wonderful 
place filled with people who care about our children. 
I’m not just talking authors and illustrators, I’m talk-
ing editors, marketers, booksellers, librarians, teach-
ers, academics—from every level. It is a very nurturing, 
very caring community. And We Need Diverse Books is 
a part of that. We’ve helped so many creators, starting 
with our first grant winner, Angie Thomas, and going 
on to our most recent mentee, Amina Luqman-Daw-
son, who won the Newbery [for her book, Freewater]. 
I’m proud of that. 

Right now, though, all our hard work is in danger be-
cause of the growing book-banning campaign targeting 
LGBTQ+ and BIPOC books. This movement is based 
on continuing to try to keep the narratives of marginal-

ized communities out of the main narrative, on keep-
ing us powerless by suppressing our stories. Because 
when you don’t have a voice, you don’t have power. It’s 
all about prejudice and bigotry. 

There are two things going on. One, there are peo-
ple out there going, “Oh, that’s terrible, but that’s not 
what’s happening around me.” But it’s happening ev-
erywhere! Local politics have become a big deal, and 
we have to open our eyes. Two, there is this myth that 
banning books is good for publicity. But marginalized 
authors with banned books are not getting marketing 
or placement, which hurts book sales. And publishing 
is a business, so if books by marginalized authors don’t 
sell, they stop getting contracts. We need to rally peo-
ple now before the harm becomes irrevocable.

Who do you hope finds this book, and why?
This book is for any kid who has ever felt like they 
didn’t belong. This is a book that says, We got you. We un-
derstand. We see you, and you’re not alone. I hope this book 
is on the shelves of every middle school library, espe-
cially the ones that are banning books. Because those 
are the places [where] kids are going to feel as if the 
world doesn’t want them. Every book I write, but par-
ticularly this one, is meant to tell them, instead, We will 
get through this. We’re going to find an answer, and we’ll do 
it together.

Mathangi Subramanian’s latest novel, A People’s History 
of Heaven, was a finalist for the Lambda Literary Award 
and was longlisted for the PEN/Faulkner Award. You Are 
Here received a starred review in the Jan. 15, 2022, issue.
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the settlement house for the first time, a wave of terror threat-
ened to engulf her. What poverty!”) that is reinforced by a later 
quote from Roosevelt about how “the underdog was always the 
one to be championed.” People don’t remain quite so anony-
mous in Lewis’ pale, understated illustrations, though people in 
group settings do have generic features; in a capping final scene, 
there are brown individuals among the White ones. Eleanor 
Roosevelt is hard to top as a role model, but readers will get a 
more robust sense of her character from Barbara Kerley’s Elea-
nor Makes Her Mark (2020), illustrated by Edwin Fotheringham. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Respectful (to its subject at least) but a staid, distant pic-
ture. (references and further resources) (Picture-book biography. 
7-9)

ROSE SPOKE OUT
The Story of Rose 
Schneiderman
Berne, Emma Carlson
Illus. by Giovanni Abeille
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  April 4, 2023
9781681156170  

One powerful voice can effect pow-
erful change.

Polish Jewish immigrant Rose Schneiderman was 8 when 
she arrived in New York City with her parents in the late 19th 
century. Even as a child, she loved talking and arguing about 
ideas. At age 13, she left school to help support her family, find-
ing employment in a hat factory. In early-20th-century New 
York, this meant buying her own sewing machine and endur-
ing long hours in dirty, unsafe, and unfair working conditions. 
Having kept silent for fear of losing her much-needed job, Rose 
finally spoke up upon learning women earned less than men; 
organizing female co-workers to protest as a group was key, and 
some conditions improved, including wage increases. This vic-
tory of sorts eventually led to others. In 1909, Rose led a mas-
sive strike for factory workers’ rights. As time went on, more 
employees, employers, then journalists and politicians heeded 
this woman of small stature (only 4-foot-9) and big voice, and 
factory conditions continued to improve, particularly after 
her rousing address at New York’s Metropolitan Opera House. 
This is a quiet, respectful, stirring look at a courageous work-
ers’ rights champion, written in straightforward, accessible 
prose. The simple illustrations are cast mostly in brown shades, 
reflecting the somberness of poverty and dire labor practices. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

An inspiring portrait of a woman committed to making a 
difference and whose influence is still felt to this day. (more 
about Rose Schneiderman, author’s note) (Picture-book biography. 
5-8)

WHEN SUMMER COMES
Exploring Nature in Our 
Warmest Season
Bissonette, Aimée M.
Illus. by Erin Hourigan
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781632174352  

A family lives it up come summer.
This adventurous Black family takes full advantage of the 

nice weather to explore the Pacific Northwest. Together they 
picnic on hills overlooking the shore, fly kites, and go to ball 
games and outdoor markets. They take camping trips in the 
mountains, where they hike and see wildflowers and moun-
tain goats, pikas, and marmots, or in the desert, stargazing and 
watching bats catch mosquitoes. They hike in the forest, spy-
ing woodpeckers, black bears, elk, and deer. They explore tidal 
pools on the coast, count turtles on logs as they kayak in lakes, 
and bike to a swimming hole. The upbeat verse speaks to the 
simple pleasures of nature (“Because summer’s the season when 
we explore / the wild, bustling outdoor world”) and will invite 
many readers to follow suit. Hourigan’s appealing illustrations 
are full of natural colors and sights including urban green spaces 
like Seattle’s Gas Works Park as well as more remote wild 
locales, and the species mentioned (except for the bugs) can be 
spied in the artwork. With so few books centering families of 
color enjoying the great outdoors, this example of characters 
whose summertime activities range from butterfly collecting to 
swimming is welcome indeed. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A celebration of outdoor summer joys and togetherness. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

MARY CAN!
Blige, Mary J.
Illus. by Ashleigh Corrin
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 28, 2023
9780063216396  

Grammy Award–winning singer and 
songwriter Blige encourages kids to 
march to the beat of their own drums.

Mary, a Black girl based on the 
author, loves playing double Dutch, cooking with her grand-
mother, and singing. What doesn’t our spirited protagonist 
love? The word no. Nothing frustrates her more than being told 
she can’t do something. When Mary’s teacher Mrs. Robinson 
tells the class that they’ll be learning scales and then picking a 
lead singer for an upcoming showcase, Mary starts belting out, 

“Do, re, mi.” Mrs. Robinson stops her: “Mary, you CAN’T jump 
right into scales; you don’t know them yet.” After that, Mary 
seems to hear You can’t everywhere you go. Her mother tells 
her that the phrase just isn’t part of their family’s vocabulary, 
and with a renewed sense of confidence, Mary “learns…to beat 
‘can’t’ with ‘can.’ ” And when she returns to school and asks Mrs. 
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Robinson if she can sing scales, Mary proves that yes, indeed, 
she can. Infused with an affirming tone, this picture book fea-
tures bright, peppy colors, plenty of energy, and a winsome 
protagonist. In an author’s note, Blige explains that the book 
was inspired by her own experiences. Mrs. Robinson is Black; 
Mary’s classmates are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will please the author’s adult fans and win her a new gen-
eration of admirers. (Picture book. 4-8)

SOMETIMES SHY
Bliven, Julie
Illus. by Dang Khoa Tran
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 23, 2023
9781506485935  

A thoughtful, reserved child makes 
trenchant observations.

At daybreak, the small narrator 
notices that the sun is slow to peek through bedroom curtains, 
that some pieces of cereal hide beneath the milky surface of the 
bowl, that waves can be quiet, that seedlings can be “slow to 
sprout,” and that a marker can be “hesitant to release its color.” 
Sun, sea, cereal, seedlings, and marker are not called “shy,” but the 
narrator is—and “too shy” at that. After school, the protagonist’s 
older brother is waiting to meet up, and as they walk home along 
the shore, the tide has turned and the quiet sea is now booming. 
The siblings play in the water, and the narrator now talks up a 
storm, telling their brother about their school day and explaining 
how caterpillars metamorphose, prompting the brother’s light-
hearted rejoinder—“Do you ever stop talking?”—and making 
them both laugh at this disconnect. Over the course of the story, 
the narrator acknowledges that other children might be bolder 
but perceptively realizes that labels like shy are limiting. After 
all, as the day has shown, time brings changes, and transforma-
tions happen. The colorful, sun-washed illustrations set diverse 
cartoon figures against the bright background of a seaside village 
and the narrator’s cozy house. The narrator and their family are 
tan-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An encouraging, subtle reminder not to be so quick to 
make snap judgments. (Picture book. 4-8)

LUCY TRIES BASEBALL
Bowes, Lisa
Illus. by James Hearne
Orca (32 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781459834941 
Series: Lucy Tries Sports, 6 

A young athlete steps up to the plate.
Tan-skinned Coach Al invites light-skinned, redheaded 

Lucy to join the team and gives her a uniform, hat, bat, helmet, 
and glove. The squad warms up with an exciting game of Catch 
the Coach before practicing hitting and fielding, two critical 

offensive and defensive skills. Next up is a friendly scrimmage, 
but uh-oh! Lucy’s afraid of getting hit by a pitch. With her 
coach’s help, she gets in the right frame of mind to bat and 
smashes a line drive into the outfield gap, batting in a runner 
who slides safely into home plate. By the end of the book, as 
Lucy jumps for joy over her first RBI, the excitement is pal-
pable. The rhyming text is charming and highly informative; a 
larger font indicates baseball-related terms, many of which are 
further defined in an appended “Fast Facts!” section. This fast-
paced tale covers many aspects of practice and gameplay (the 
cheery illustrations help clarify various elements of the game), 
making it an excellent preparation for a first team practice. 
Lucy’s teammates are racially diverse, and while the text doesn’t 
mention whether any of the players are disabled, the backmat-
ter mentions Challenger Baseball, an adaptive league designed 
for people with physical and/or cognitive disabilities. Publishes 
simultaneously in French and Spanish. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A helpful baseball primer that’s sure to be a big hit. (Infor-
mational picture book. 5-7)

I’M STILL HERE (ADAPTED FOR 
YOUNG READERS)
Loving Myself in a World Not 
Made for Me
Brown, Austin Channing with Andrea 
Williams
Convergent/Crown (160 pp.) 
$18.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780593240182  

An adaptation of activist Brown’s 
New York Times bestselling memoir.

As an elementary schooler, Brown became accustomed to 
strange looks from White teachers during roll call—surely a Black 
girl couldn’t be called Austin? Her parents chose to give her the 
name because the assumption that someone named Austin would 
be a White man might well land her a job interview. It’s just one 
of the many examples she mulls of how gender and race have 
impacted her life. After her parents’ divorce, Brown split her time 
between predominantly White Toledo and, during the summer, 
Cleveland, where for the first time she was around many other 
Black people. Brown also considers the Black church’s powerful 
influence on her regular “small” acts of “claiming my own space” 
and voice. In high school, Brown and her classmates recognized 
that the predominantly White Glee Club received far more fund-
ing and support than the mostly Black Gospel Choir—which 
spurred students from both groups to approach the administration. 
It’s clear that action combined with education was instructive to 
the author’s self-determination, and she became increasingly con-
fident in speaking up as she learned about Black American history. 
The book shines brightest when Brown encourages readers toward 
actionable steps such as finding community. Her thoughtful, buoy-
ant writing will invite readers to follow her worthy example.

Stirring and thought-provoking, this one will set many 
young people on their own paths to activism. (Memoir. 11-15)

“An encouraging, subtle reminder not to be 
so quick to make snap judgments.”

sometimes shy
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EPIC ANIMAL JOURNEYS
Navigations & Migrations by 
Air, Land and Sea
Brown, Ed J.
Cicada Books (72 pp.) 
$22.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781800660298  

The ins and outs of migration.
Animals move across vast landscapes, 

through the depths of the ocean, and 
through the air to get to their destinations. But why? And 
how? It’s a daunting subject that Brown tackles with aplomb, 
beginning with a friendly introduction that hints at the scale of 
migration and asks two crucial questions: “So why do it?” and 

“How does it work?” The book is organized by air, land, and sea 
migration, with a final section on “Navigating Change.” The 
first three sections detail the journeys undertaken by a wide 
variety of birds, mammals, fish, and other creatures on their 
quests to survive and perpetuate their species. The layouts are 
dynamic, with creative, action-packed scenes, and the informa-
tion is plentiful—readers will learn that half of all birds take part 
in annual migrations and that salmon’s more than 2,500-km 
journey is so intense that 95% of them will die after spawning. 
Like many recent nature books, this one addresses the ways that 
light pollution, climate change, and habitat loss have forced ani-
mals to adapt. Brown makes clear that everything humans do 
impacts creatures all over the globe and also considers what we 
still don’t know about migration. Much ground (and water and 
air) is covered in 72 pages.

Robust insights into the often mind-bogglingly arduous 
journeys of animals all over the world. (glossary, animal index) 
(Nonfiction. 6-11)

MY DAD IS A DJ
Brown, Keith Henry & Kathryn Erskine
Illus. by Keith Henry Brown
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780374307424  

A child inherits his parent’s love of 
music but develops his own tastes.

Trevor, an African American tween, 
faces a conundrum as both the end-of-

school party and his birthday approach. While his father, DJ 
Dap Daddy, plays some amazing tunes, Trevor feels increas-
ingly distant from him, as his dad seems unaware that the boy 
is growing up and changing. When his parents split up and his 
dad gets his own place, Trevor hesitates to tell him that he has 
new friends and favorite foods and that a remix might be better 
for the school party than the classics. While listening to “Stand 
By Me” one day, Trevor changes the tempo, adds guitar, new 
instruments, beatboxing, scratching, vocals, and a voice-over, 
fashioning his own remix. With this song that’s “old and new 
at the same time,” Trevor brings something truly his own to his 

dad’s DJing when the party rolls around. This is a realistic story 
of a child coming-of-age with an artistic parent who looks back 
more than forward but who can also still grow. Brown’s highly 
patterned and textured watercolor, ink, and pencil illustrations 
incorporate collage elements, effectively conveying the ten-
sions between father and son. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

In this worthwhile father-son story, music is the tie that 
binds. (Picture book. 5-8)

A FRIEND LIKE NO OTTER
Buchet, Nelly
Illus. by Andrea Zuill
Union Square Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781454944522  

Sharing her pet stone threatens Otter’s one friendship.
Otter naps clutching Rock to her chest, dresses Rock in 

seaweed clothing and accessories, and bathes the stone “until 
Rock sparkles.” Before sleep she “whispers her dreams to 
Rock. Things that make her happy, or sad, or somewhere in 
between.” Conveniently (and authentically, for otters), she has 
an armpit “pocket” where she can tuck Rock. Rock is stolidly 
passive: Whatever Otter does, “Rock doesn’t mind.” When 
Manatee asks to play with Otter and Rock, Otter is uncertain 
but, offered a seagrass accessory for Rock, Otter “can’t say no 
to a present.” Quiet play suddenly becomes sea-baseball, and 
Otter’s vigorous thwack sends Rock over Manatee’s head and 
into the deep. Otter instantly regrets sharing, and though she 
was the gift-bribed one who let Manatee play and the one who 
shot Rock into the air, she unreasonably refuses to talk or listen 
to her friend. Manatee goes to great lengths searching for Rock 
and, with others’ help, finds Otter’s beloved pal—at which 
point Otter just resumes playing with her, and “sometimes, they 
share Rock with others.” If you don’t expect remorse, reflection, 
or change on Otter’s part, this is a happy ending. Zuill’s pen-
and-color style is similar to but somewhat less quirky than the 
illustrations in Wolf Camp (2016). The two big-eyed animals are 
slightly anthropomorphized, but several other sea creatures are 
not. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Models a less than ideal example of friendship. (facts on 
manatees and otters) (Picture book. 4-8)

THE UNLOVABLE ALINA BUTT
Butt-Hussain, Ambreen
Orca (208 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  May 16, 2023
9781459834910  

An awkward Pakistani Muslim sixth 
grader learns to love every part of herself.

For her first few weeks at Greenhill 
Middle School, all Alina Butt wants to do 
is to move home to Pakistan. Her family 
has moved cities several times since they 

“In this worthwhile father-son story, music is the tie that binds.”
my dad is a dj

http://kirkus.com


immigrated to England in 1998, three years ago, and Alina still 
longs for her beloved family and misses being in a place where 
she fits in—and where her surname isn’t material her classmate 
Adam Atkins can use to torment her. Things start looking up 
when she befriends Emma, Kayla, and Vaani, who instantly 
understand her quirky humor and who bond over a shared 
love of the Spice Girls. With their help, Alina tries out for the 
lead in the school play, a feminist adaptation of Cinderella. But 
when Emma and Adam are cast as the leads and Alina is cast as 
a mouse, her jealousy threatens to undo all the progress she’s 
made. It’s only after a series of unlikely encounters with bul-
lies—Alina’s sister’s bully and her own—that Alina realizes that 
she’s growing into someone she just might like. In this charm-
ing, tightly plotted debut, Alina’s witty, vulnerable narratorial 
voice guides readers through her intensely authentic personal 
evolution. The plot is further served by a cast of supporting 
characters, each of whom is full of surprises. Adam and Emma 
read White, Vaani is of Indian heritage, and Kayla is described 
as having curly black hair.

An insightful coming-of-age novel. (Fiction. 9-13)

PERCY’S PERFECT FRIEND
Button, Lana
Illus. by Peggy Collins
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781772782813  

A little boy adjusts to his first day at a 
new school with the help of a fluffy pink 
stuffed feline.

Tan-skinned Percy feels uncomfortable and alone until he 
meets Miss Petticomb, a toy cat who, in his imagination, invites 
him to play. But when the boy isn’t looking, other children take 
Miss Petticomb, and an alarmed Percy decides to rescue her 
(“Held captive! At what appeared to be a party”), sparking a slight 
altercation. Tense words are exchanged. “We’re playing with the 
kitty.” Percy responds, “She was playing with me.” Percy learns 
that the party is for Miss Petticomb—today is her birthday. 
Rather than retreating, he decides to offer some pretend ice 
cream to go with the cake. Button, an early childhood educator, 
explores a difficult but important skill for children—entering a 
situation as a newcomer—and shows how imaginative play can 
lead the way. Percy effectively manages an unsettling moment 
by making a creative suggestion. Equally important is the posi-
tive response from Percy’s classmates, who welcome him into 
the fold. Percy and his new pals make Miss Petticomb’s party 
a rousing success, because “That’s what friends do.” Bright, 
expressive, realistic drawings bring to life a diverse group of 
children. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A wonderful example of how to resolve social snafus 
through the power of play. (author’s note) (Picture book. 3-6)

BECOMING BIONIC AND 
OTHER WAYS SCIENCE IS 
MAKING US SUPER
Camlot, Heather
Illus. by Victor Wong
Owlkids Books (56 pp.) 
$19.95  |  April 18, 2023
9781771474610  

A peek at how advances in medicine 
and technology are turning imaginary superpowers, from flight 
to telepathy, into realities.

Digging deep into pop culture, Camlot strews her breathless 
if scantily detailed reports on prosthetic body parts, strength-
enhancing exoskeletons, personal jet packs, mind-computer 
interfaces, and immortality with textual references to superhe-
roes widely known or otherwise—from Batman and Wolverine 
to Captain Canuck, Nelvana of the Northern Lights, and Klaus 
Hargreeves from TV’s Umbrella Academy (“immortal because 
neither heaven nor hell wants him”). Aside from the name-
dropping, she also tucks some stomach-churning descriptions 
of select feats or medical experiments into her quick summaries 
of recent projects and products to pump up audience interest. 
Better, she invites readers to think about ethical issues or conse-
quences of, for instance, being super strong or immortal. Each 
chapter also features a useful timeline of historical highlights to 
provide context. Steering clear of potential trademark obliga-
tions, Wong adds disappointingly generic figures in capes and 
costumes to views of scientists and inventors, diverse in terms 
of skin color, plus occasional cutaway or schematic images.

Fascinating but strains harder than necessary to broaden 
reader appeal. (bibliography, glossary) (Nonfiction. 8-10)

FALL OF THE SCHOOL FOR 
GOOD AND EVIL
Chainani, Soman
Illus. by RaidesArt
Harper/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780063269538 
Series: Rise of the School for Good and 
Evil, 2 

In this sequel to a prequel, a third 
candidate for School Master brings sim-

mering tensions between twins Rhian and Rafal to a boil.
In events following close on those in Rise of the School for 

Good and Evil (2022), the arrival of James Hook in Neverland, 
along with fellow ex-students Aladdin and Princess Kyma, 
spurs ruthless tyrant Peter Pan to mount his own bid to take 
over the twin-towered school where fairy-tale characters are 
trained. Meanwhile Rafal and Rhian, amid their growing rivalry, 
are both searching for an ally they can trust, and they kidnap a 
Reader—young Midas—from the outside world. What follows 
is a seminar on telling Good from Evil as the line between the 
two becomes even more muddled, numerous members of the 
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sprawling cast exhibit qualities of both, and Rafal, in particular, 
suffers an extended identity crisis. Chainani explores feminist 
themes as a group of punk Neverland fairies and a man-hunting 
troll join Kyma, asserting their independence and questioning 
what might happen “if boys don’t have the last word in our sto-
ries.” He also presents a credible rationale for Good’s invariable 
victory over Evil in fairy tales. Characters’ skin tones vary from 
pale to bronze, and the two trolls are colorful showstoppers. 
Final art not seen.

Fans will be pleased to see answers, background, and a 
clear path to Volume 1. (Fantasy. 11-14)

SHARK PARTY
Chanani, Nidhi
Illus. by the author
Colors by Elizabeth Kramer
Viking (80 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780593464649 
Series: Shark Princess, 2 

When sharks gather for a party, two 
finny princesses put on the “sharkle.”

Actually, extroverted mako shark Mack has to drag his 
reluctant larger friend, krill-eating whale shark Kitana, to the 
big bash, as crowds make her nervous. But the roles switch 
when delivering a tardy invitation to a certain deep-sea shark 
means diving into strange, dark waters: “We’re princesses,” she 
reminds her timorous bestie with a wink, “and we love adven-
ture!” Down they go, to discover and exclaim over the sea bot-
tom’s bioluminescent residents and meet Adrina, a friendly but 
solitary ninja lanternshark who turns out to be even less of a 
party animal than Kitana. Keeping things buoyant, Chanani 
tucks jokes about peeing in the ocean into this sequel to Shark 
Princess (2022) along with meaningful exchanges about different 
preferences when it comes to being alone or with others. She 
also positively packs many of her neatly drawn and colored pan-
els and full-page scenes with different species of sharks (collec-
tively called a shiver, she notes in a closing set of shark facts and 
activities), all named and accurately depicted.

Glides along on a warm current of affirmation that prin-
cesses, despite their differences, are united in a love of adven-
ture. (Graphic fiction. 7-9)

MY INDIGO WORLD
A True Story of the Color Blue
Chang, Rosa
minedition (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781662650659  

An exploration of all things indigo.
In this thought-provoking work, Chang explains that she 

fell in love with the color blue while daydreaming as a child 
in Korea. She reminisces about “the strong shade of blue sky 

we called jjok” as well as the “darkest blue of all in the night 
sky during a camping trip in the woods.” When she moved to 
the United States as an adult, a friend gave her the seeds of an 
indigo plant—the source of the blue she has long admired in 
clothing like her hanbok. “Now I grow indigo plants with my 
friends on a little farm in the middle of Baltimore.” She explains 
how they plant seeds in seedling trays, replant them in the gar-
den, harvest the plants, and extract the dye using ingredients 
such as calcium hydroxide. Chang touches on the cultural sig-
nificance of indigo—to her friends, it means “community” or 

“the spirit and soul of my people.” But she notes that “indigo also 
has a painful past” and that many enslaved people were forced 
to work on indigo farms. As Chang and her friends harvest and 
share seeds, she reflects on the knowledge and joy she has found 
while working with the medium. An attractive stitched patch-
work of indigo-dyed textiles is interspersed throughout the 
bright, intricately textured illustrations. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An enjoyable dive into the cultural impact of a hypnotiz-
ingly beautiful color. (more about indigo, jjok and Korean 
history, recipe for making indigo dye, a map of indigo plants 
around the world) (Informational picture book. 5-9)

WEI SKATES ON
Chen, Nathan
Illus. by Lorraine Nam
HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780063282827  

Champion figure skater Chen tells 
the story of a young athlete whose first 

competition doesn’t go quite as planned.
In the author’s note, Chen shares that “Wei’s story is my 

story.” Indeed, Wei is Chen’s Chinese name, and the action of 
the book tracks with his much-hyped but disappointing turn in 
the 2018 Olympics, followed by a gold medal win in 2022. After 
years of preparation, Wei, an 8-year-old boy of Chinese heritage, 
is ready for his first competition. Then he falls during practice. 
That night, Wei is too consumed with fear to enjoy spicy rice 
noodles with his family. When Wei’s mother prompts him to 
be specific about the source of his fear, Wei finds that he is not 
scared of falling again, nor of being embarrassed. Instead, he 
admits, “I’m scared of not winning.” “Forget about winning,” his 
mother says and urges him to concentrate on what makes him 
happy. When he takes to the ice the next day, his focus shifts 
from victory to technique, artistry, and fun! Nam’s illustrations 
capture Wei’s charming family life but are most impressive when 
revealing his strength and beauty on the ice; full-bleed spreads 
feel like slow-motion breakdowns of each jump. Any reader 
who has had fun chased aside by the pressure of expectations 
will find solace in this tale. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An inspiring, invigorating story about the value of practice, 
perseverance—and joy! (Picture book. 4-8)
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NIGHT MARKET RESCUE
Cheng, Charlotte
Illus. by Amber Ren
Rocky Pond Books/Penguin (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780593531723  

A stray dog makes a friend in a Taipei 
night market.

It’s a hot, sticky summer evening when GoGo, a lean, dark-
furred pooch who is sheltering from the heat, is woken by a 
breeze carrying a delicious smell. Following the spicy, sweet 
scent, he finds a market of stands selling fruits, vegetables, and 
street foods. GoGo dodges scooters, samples the foods, chases 
a cat…and comes across a small girl who is all alone. The two 
become immediate friends, but as GoGo leads her through the 
market, she suddenly stops following. She has found a couple 
who embrace her, leaving GoGo alone again. Or is he? The 
Taipei night market makes a fun setting for this familiar story 
of friendship and found family. Ren’s vibrant illustrations glow 
with warmth and color, but they often lack the energy of the 
text. The delicately outlined inked drawings are charming and 
sweet but a bit too polished and precise to bring to life the 
bustling night market. Those familiar with Taiwanese night 
markets and street food will have fun recognizing the different 
vendor offerings, and others will enjoy the feeling of visiting a 
new country. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A low-key friendship story. (Picture book. 3-7)

CITIES
How Humans Live Together
Clendenan, Megan
Illus. by Suharu Ogawa
Orca (96 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781459831469  

What makes a city a good place for 
people to live?

Projections are that in just over 25 years, most people—per-
haps 7 billion of us—will be urbanites. How can cities handle 
pollution (including emissions), the climate crisis, and waste? 
How can they encourage the perfect “Goldilocks” midsize 
neighborhood? How can they provide safety, mobility, green 
space, community, acceptance, and healthy air, water, and food? 
This engaging, accessible book will spark discussions of these 
and other questions. Frequently addressing readers directly, 
and inviting their imaginative participation through “If You 
Lived in...” features, the text covers a great deal of ground, from 
the earliest cities through the present day and into the future. 
Chapters focus on urban design, transportation, water and 
waste, energy, and food. Sidebars offer fascinating tidbits—for 
instance, that in London, there is roughly the same number of 
trees as people and that in ancient Rome, public toilets were a 
communal affair. Copious examples are drawn from cities on 
six continents and throughout history. A final visionary page 

is a good jumping-off place for conversations about the ideal 
city. The ebullient double-page-spread visuals burst with color-
ful photos, diagrams, graphics, and vignettes full of bright-eyed 
people who are diverse in race and ability. Images are histori-
cally accurate and effectively labeled.

A thought-provoking guide to the past, present, and future 
of cities. (glossary, resources, index) (Illustrated nonfiction 9-12)

HERE
I Can Be Mindful
Condie, Ally
Illus. by Jaime Kim
Viking (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780593327142  

A child is present in the moment, ready to experience the 
now.

“Some days the world is a warm gold sun. Some days it is a 
green grass wave. Some days it is a bright blue ball. Some days it 
is a cool gray stone.” Some days are good; others are hard. But 
our young narrator knows that if they are sad, anxious, alone, 
or frustrated, there are ways they can center themself. Look-
ing, hearing, tasting, smelling, and feeling are ways to remain 
present and here. Other options include being active, drawing, 
writing, voicing their feelings, doing something to help another, 
and remembering they are loved. Condie’s simple, encouraging 
text is supported by Kim’s bright digital illustrations that have 
a watercolor look. Soft, rounded images depict a tan-skinned, 
short-haired, barefoot child marching through the world, meet-
ing it head-on, and experiencing their here and now. The little 
one cuts an endearing figure as they stride purposefully against 
a verdant landscape, bite into a crunchy apple, embrace a par-
ent, and gaze up at the clouds. Pairing this with Tomie dePaola’s 
Look and Be Grateful (2015) would make for an affirming story-
time. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A gentle child’s-eye view of mindfulness. (Picture book. 2-6)

DUNGEONEER ADVENTURES
Wrath of the Exiles
Costa, Ben & James Parks
Illus. by Ben Costa
Aladdin (336 pp.) 
$13.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781665910712 
Series: Dungeoneer Adventures, 2 

Riddles, monsters, bullies, and buck-
ets of slime challenge the Dungeoneer 
Academy trainees in their second quest.

Fresh from exploits in the opener’s Fungal Jungle, Green 
Team students find themselves in the frozen subterranean 
reaches of the Shimmering Shar, on the trail of a nefarious gang 
of academy washouts and facing all manner of hazards from 
deadly ice golems to a smothering avalanche of cheesy fries. 

“A thought-provoking guide to the past, 
present, and future of cities.”

cities
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Meanwhile the ongoing struggles of Coop Cooperson, the 
school’s only human, with schoolwork, envy of charismatic new 
student Kody, and foot-in-mouth awkwardness around girls add 
a substrate of more familiar challenges. Practically channeling 
a certain classic, the authors add a tin man and a witch—the 
latter, moody kobold Ingrid Inkheart, turns out to be the good 
sort—to the multispecies cast and set up wizardly hazards 
galore on the way to the climax. Monochrome illustrations on 
every spread both ease the visual weight of the narrative blocks 
and add comical reaction shots and banter to further lighten the 
load for newer readers. By the end, Coop has wrestled personal 
issues to a draw, inspired boggart teammate Dazmina to face 
up to her divorcing parents by reassuring her that her friends 
have her back, shown magnanimity by forgiving two repentant 
bullies, and even aced “Widdles and Wunes” (as the rhotacistic 
professor pronounces it). “Who can guess what’s next for Dun-
geoneer Academy?” Coop concludes. Well, one sequel at least, 
for sure.

Adventurous if not particularly venturesome. (Illustrated 
fantasy. 8-11)

THE GRIEF ROCK
A Book To Understand Grief 
and Love
Daniels, Natasha
Illus. by Lily Fossett
Jessica Kingsley Publishers (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  May 18, 2023
9781839974397  

When a loved one dies, the grief rock appears.
A nameless young protagonist with light tan skin and shoul-

der-length brown hair copes with this rock, which is so large 
that it’s unwieldy. Holding it makes it hard to do basic things 
like eating and sleeping. “Sometimes all you can do is breathe,” 
but that’s not easy either. Other people hold the rock for the 
child for a little bit. Others, afraid they don’t know the right 
things to do or say, avoid them and their rock. Time passes, and 
the child is able to do basic activities again. “Sometimes you 
forget the rock is even there.” Other times, it becomes oppres-
sively large again. As the narrator explains, you cannot escape 
the rock or hide it—you can only accept it, and when you do, 
its true form reveals itself: love. In a note, Daniels, a therapist, 
shares that this metaphor for loss was inspired by the death 
of her husband. The strong central theme carries the protago-
nist—and readers—through the difficulties of grief and the real-
ization that these feelings stem from our love of the deceased 
person. Fossett’s painterly crosshatching evokes a lot of inter-
est on the page, as do her organic shapes. The succinct writing 
and effective images result in a tale that will speak to children 
grappling with these feelings. Daniels directs adults to check 
out her website for conversation starters on grief. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An honest, sensitive exploration of loss. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE SMALLEST SPOT OF A DOT
The Little Ways We’re 
Different, the Big Ways We’re 
the Same
Davis, Linsey & Michael Tyler
Illus. by Lucy Fleming
Zonderkidz (32 pp.) 
$14.84  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9780310748809  

A rhymed celebration of human individuality within our 
genetic commonality.

In simple language, media personality Davis and Tyler (The 
Skin You Live In, 2005) highlight twin notions, one biophysical, 
the other more conceptual: We all share “billions and billions of 
tiny gene-dots,” but there is just one dot each that makes us who 
we are—“Your me-my-mine dot is the who that is ‘You.’ It’s what 
gives us a hint and a colorful clue / About why you look the way 
that you do, and why your dot has your only-you hue.” Because 
that unique dot, the authors go on to claim, governs not only 
skin color, but facial features, eye color, food preferences, and 
behavioral tendencies, it actually represents not a single gene 
but entire chromosomal constellations and even perhaps some 
epigenetic influences. Still, if this leaves some confusion in its 
wake that will need later instruction to clear up, the point that 
for all our “different faces and bodies and names” we are “still 
99.9% the same” is a good one to make early and often. Fleming 
sweetens the presentation even more with a thoroughly diverse 
cast of, mostly, romping, dancing, and playing children (some of 
whom use wheelchairs) with outsized heads and big, widely set 
eyes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Fuzzy on biological specifics but sings a buoyant message 
about how they make us the same for all our differences. (Infor-
mational picture book. 5-8)

YOU NEED TO CHILL!
Dawson, Juno
Illus. by Laura Hughes
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781728275529  

A young child tells their school 
friends about their sister’s transition.

The main character, a light-skinned, 
overalls-clad child with curly brown hair, is questioned by their 
diverse classmates about where their “brother” has gone. “Was 
he eaten by a WHALE or SHARK?” the kids ask. “Was he 
taken to Mars by aliens?” The narrator responds to each line of 
questioning with a firm “Hey, you need to chill” before finally 
revealing that their sibling has transitioned and is now their 
sister, Lily (light-skinned and brown-haired), who’s “still clever 
and funny and kind and cool.” While the message that other 
people’s gender transitions are really not that big a deal is an 
important one, the titular refrain seems unnecessarily defensive 
and even a bit callous given that the other children are confused 

“A rhymed celebration of human individuality 
within our genetic commonality.”

the smallest spot of a dot
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rather than unaccepting. (Indeed, they don’t say anything when 
they find out, let alone anything mean, and they smile upon 
seeing Lily come to pick the narrator up from school.) Because 
readers don’t find out where Lily is until more than halfway 
through the story—after the kids have suggested a series of 
more and more outlandish scenarios—the revelation feels like 
a gotcha moment that inadvertently others and sensationalizes 
trans people. The book also features Lily’s deadname several 
times—another misstep. The meter is uneven but readable, 
while the cute, scribbly illustrations are a strong point. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An attempt at a child-friendly explanation of gender tran-
sitioning that fumbles. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE CRAYONS GO BACK TO 
SCHOOL
Daywalt, Drew
Illus. by Oliver Jeffers
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780593621110  

The Crayons head back to class in 
this latest series entry.

Daywalt’s expository text lays out the basics as various Cray-
ons wave goodbye to the beach, choose a first-day outfit, greet 
old friends, and make new ones. As in previous outings, the 
perennially droll illustrations and hand-lettered Crayon-speak 
drive the humor. The ever wrapperless Peach, opining, “What 
am I going to wear?” surveys three options: top hat and tails, a 
chef ’s toque and apron, and a Santa suit. New friends Chunky 
Toddler Crayon (who’s missing a bite-sized bit of their blue 
point) and Husky Toddler Crayon speculate excitedly on their 
common last name: “I wonder if we’re related!” White Crayon, 
all but disappearing against the page’s copious white space, sits 
cross-legged reading a copy of H.G. Wells’ The Invisible Man. 
And Yellow and Orange, notable for their previous existential 
argument about the color of the sun, find agreement in sci-
ence class: Jupiter, clearly, is yellow AND orange. Everybody’s 
excited about art class—“Even if they make a mess. Actually…
ESPECIALLY if they make a mess!” Here, a spread of crayoned 
doodles of butterflies, hearts, and stars is followed by one with 
fulsome scribbles. Fans of previous outings will spot cameos 
from Glow in the Dark and yellow-caped Esteban (the Crayon 
formerly known as Pea Green). (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Nothing new here but a nonetheless congenial matriculant 
in publishing’s autumnal rite of back-to-school offerings. (Pic-
ture book. 4-6)

SHEEPOLOGY
The Ultimate Encyclopedia
Demonti, Ilaria
Illus. by Camilla Pintonato
Trans. by Sylvia Notini
Princeton Architectural Press (80 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781797222431  

A broad overview of everything 
sheep.

The third in a series, following Pigology (2021) and Chickenology 
(2021), this well-illustrated, colorful Italian import covers every-
thing from sheep’s relatives and ancestors to the practice of 
transhumance (the process of bringing domestic sheep to 
summer pastures). This general introduction contains enlight-
ening—and sometimes fascinating—facts about sheep, both 
present day and throughout the ages. Sometimes the informa-
tion is quite detailed, for example, a look at sheep anatomy and 
the process of begetting and birthing a lamb; sometimes it’s 
more basic, as in the brief examinations of legends involving 
sheep or wool and a look at the business of wool throughout 
history. Overall, this wide-ranging narrative gives readers a mul-
titude of avenues to explore the more-exciting-than-you-may-
think world of sheep—such as the sections on cheese making 
(using sheep’s milk), setting up a small sheep farm, “wool under 
the microscope,” and knitting, weaving, and felting. The book 
takes a global approach, discussing the annual migration that 
sheep and shepherds traditionally make or have made in Europe 
and Asia, for instance. The book concludes with descriptions of 
several different sheep breeds that may intrigue readers. Bright 
visuals with a collagelike feel are accurate though infused with 
humor—we’re told that North Ronaldsay sheep “prefer the 
beach,” and the accompanying image shows one by the sea-
side wearing sunglasses under an umbrella. People depicted are 
diverse. 

A sprightly, attractive compendium of the world of sheep. 
(Nonfiction. 8-12)

CAMILLA, SUPER HELPER
Dillemuth, Julie
Illus. by Laura Wood
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781433841934  

Helpful friends make mighty superheroes.
Camilla, a wild boar, and Parsley, her porcupine neighbor, 

are discussing superpowers when their honeybee friend Melli 
flies in through the window. She explains she’s been exhausted 
lately because flowers are so sparse that she and fellow hive 
mates must fly long distances for their nectar and pollen. 
Camilla comes up with a plan: establishing water stations and 
planting flowers in the forest. Melli and her fellow bees offer 
advice on station locations and which flowers to plant. Camilla, 
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a keen cartographer, devises a map on which to mark the station 
setups, ensuring their proximity to the hive. Other forest ani-
mals pitch in, and a big party celebrates the work’s completion. 
At summer’s end, there’s more to cheer: Flowers bloom, the 
bees have stored lots of honey, and Melli has more visiting time. 
Parsley tells Camilla her “special powers” are “spatial,” with 
Melli adding that Camilla and Parsley are both “super.” Besides 
offering an introduction to spatial thinking, this story explores 
cooperation and bee conservation and teaches simple methods 
for assisting nature’s vital pollinators. Younger children likely 
won’t understand the calculations Camilla uses to create her 
map; those unfamiliar with metric measurements also might 
get confused. The colorful, lively illustrations are appealing; the 
animal protagonists are expressive and sympathetic. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Winsome lessons in problem-solving and collaboration. 
(note to parents & caregivers) (Picture book. 4-8)

BECOMING CHARLEY 
DiPucchio, Kelly
Illus. by Loveis Wise
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 2, 2023
978-0-593-42904-4
9780593429051 PLB  

Convention is upended in this strik-
ing tale of individuality and change.

“Black. Orange. This. Not that.” From the day they are 
hatched, young caterpillars are informed by their butterfly 
guardians how to think and how to act. All obey except for Char-
ley. While the others eat ceaselessly, Charley looks up into the 
canopy and gazes at the trees and clouds and stars. While the 
others dream of becoming butterflies, Charley imagines what 
it would be like to be a deer or a waterfall. And as the butter-
flies tell their charges what to think, Charley finds new things to 
discover. At last, the day comes for all caterpillars to form their 
chrysalises, and Charley worries. But while inside, the wayward 
caterpillar imagines far more than just orange and black, so that 
when at last the new butterflies emerge, the protagonist’s wings 
reflect “everything Charley had ever loved.” Storytelling that 
could have come off as heavy-handed is instead treated here 
with an elegant touch. Wise produces lush, lovely spreads, not 
only of the standard monarch colors, but of a world far beyond 
their perceived limitations. The reveal at the end is evocative 
of that final spread in Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar 
(1969) but with an entirely different thought process at work. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Moralizing bows out in favor of a clever celebration of how 
our experiences affect our selves. (Picture book. 3-6)

HOW TO RIDE A DRAGONFLY
Donohoe, Kitty
Illus. by Anne Wilsdorf
Anne Schwartz/Random (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 23, 2023
978-0-593-17564-4
9780593175651 PLB  

A child takes readers along on 
an Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland–esque adventure.

If you want to ride a dragonfly, first you need to shrink 
yourself, and the narrator has just the way to manage it…and 
to become big again, but be careful you don’t miss the sun-
set deadline or you’ll be tiny forever! Once you’re small, it’s 
easy to make a grass lasso and capture a dragonfly to ride 
(Priscilla in this case). Once astride, you can joust against 
bees with thistle spears, have a tea party with fairies, dodge 
hungry frogs, rock out with the Beetle Band, and do some 
acrobatic trick riding, though none of this is without inci-
dent (and the scenes with the bee queen and the fairies can 
seem a bit judgmental and lacking in evidence: “Bees are sore 
losers”). The child has blond hair, light skin, and a red-and-
white polka dot dress, while Priscilla (at least when the child 
is tiny) sports a blue shirt and red-and-white striped pants. 
While the child and fauna in the watercolor-and-ink illustra-
tions are cartoony and delightfully anthropomorphized (the 
Beetle Band and jiving bugs are highlights), the flora at times 
looks like the stained-glass scenery panels done by Tiffany, 
especially the water lilies and the cattails, which provides for 
an interesting contrast and gives the eye a place to rest. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A beautiful and interesting flight of fancy. (Picture book. 4-8)

A DAY IN THE SUN 
Ejaita, Diana
Rise x Penguin Workshop 
(32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780593659854  

The many brilliant ways the sun lifts, 
warms, and nourishes the world.

Spanning morning to night, with 
each spread featuring children in a different country, this 
book introduces readers to the sun. With short, graceful text 
and retro illustrations featuring bright, bold shapes, this is a 
science—and culture—lesson for the youngest set. Beginning 
in Madagascar, the sun rises over a child in bed while rainfor-
est animals peer in through the window. “Good morning, Sun!” 
Next is Japan, with two tots stretching from their futons on 
the floor, ready to start the day. “The Sun tickles our eyes / so 
that we wake up // and lights our table / while we have break-
fast.” At the morning meal, readers are swept to Iran, where a 
youngster eats at a low table with many colorful dishes. Read-
ers visit 14 countries in total, from Mexico and Italy to Mali 
and South Korea, each with the golden sun shining in the sky. 
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Ejaita juxtaposes warm yellows and oranges against cool tur-
quoises and blues; each burst of color radiates energy. The sci-
ence is kept simple yet is still informative (“The Sun feeds our 
trees / our air, // and our water”). The warmth of the subject 
matches the warmth that pours from the pages. The charac-
ters have skin the (many and vibrant) color of the pages. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Absolutely shines. (Informational picture book. 2-5)

STINKBIRD HAS A 
SUPERPOWER
Esbaum, Jill
Illus. by Bob Shea
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780593529522  

A hoatzin and his son demonstrate 
their most amazing characteristic.

In this colorful introduction to the Amazon rainforest 
bird sometimes called the “stinkbird,” a father describes some 
distinctive traits, leading up to the revelation of the species’ 

“superpower.” That power isn’t in its “poopy smell,” which puts 
predators off adult hoatzins (though not chicks). It’s not its 
loud song. It’s not its habit of constructing precarious nests, 
perched over rivers where predators are less likely to reach 
the chicks, nor is it the fact that baby hoatzins can swim. It’s 
that the chicks have claws on their wings that allow them to 
climb back into the nests when they fall out. These scientific 
facts are embedded in a cheerful and humorous tale. Stylized 
digital illustrations show a gloriously red and orange father 
talking to his exuberant purple son in a cartoonlike rainfor-
est setting. One scene depicts a forest full of potential preda-
tors, represented only by eyes in the shadows. Another gives 
faces to these threats—monkeys, snakes, and large birds. The 
father’s simple narrative is directed at readers and set directly 
on the images. Yellow speech bubbles indicate what he says 
to his son; the chick’s responses are in blue speech bubbles. 
Highlighting characteristics that will appeal to the intended 
audience (they’ll find the poop-related parts especially hilari-
ous), this book would be a treat for a nature-themed storytime. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lively glimpse of a weird and wonderful bird. (“true or 
false?” facts about hoatzins) (Informational picture book. 3-7)

STELLA AND THE MYSTERY OF 
THE MISSING TOOTH
Ewing, Clothilde
Illus. by Lynn Gaines
Denene Millner Books/Simon & 
Schuster (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-5344-8787-1  

Stella is on the hunt for a missing 
tooth.

Stella, a Black child with Afro puffs whom readers may 
remember from Stella Keeps the Sun Up (2022), and Roger, a 
stuffed blue hippo, are on their way to a museum to meet 
Stella’s pal Owen and see Sue, a T. rex skeleton. But when Stella 
arrives, Owen (who is tan-skinned) is running away from the 
museum; as he leaves, he yells out that he lost his tooth. Not 
understanding the concept of losing baby teeth, Stella and 
Roger are puzzled. After a brief hunt for the missing tooth, a 
girl tells Stella to look for the tooth fairy, because that’s who 
took her own brother’s tooth. The duo search for the tooth fairy, 
seek out intel from Sue, and listen to a Black museum worker 
tell them about how dinosaurs often lost teeth. Finally, they find 
Owen, who fills them in on the truth, and they learn that los-
ing baby teeth means they “will officially be grown-ups.” This 
is a sweet book with a curious, imaginative, and helpful pro-
tagonist. However, the pacing is meandering. Several pages are 
dedicated to Stella telling readers about Owen before he finally 
appears. The illustrations are whimsical but a bit flat. Readers 
will enjoy spotting the tooth fairy who appears on a few pages 
even though they may question why she never actually makes it 
into the story. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Despite the cuteness factor, this one falls short. (Picture 
book. 4-6)

THE WILD ONE
Farley, Terri
Aladdin (320 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781665916318 
Series: Phantom Stallion, 1 

An updated version of a popular 
series opener from 2002.

Two years have passed since Sam 
left her father and their Nevada ranch: 
Dad sent her away to be closer to good 

medical care after a fall from Blackie, her beloved mustang, left 
her with a concussion. Sam’s time in San Francisco with Aunt 
Sue was filled with joy—movies and basketball—but Sam can’t 
stop thinking of Blackie, who escaped after the accident, and 
life with Dad. Finally back home, Sam tries to settle into life as 
usual but can’t seem to move past the trauma of the incident, 
especially when she encounters a magnificent horse known as 
the Phantom. Stunning and fast as lightning, this silvery gray 
stallion strongly reminds Sam of Blackie—most light horses 

“A lively glimpse of a weird and wonderful bird.”
stinkbird has a superpower
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start off with dark coats when they are young. But as Sam inves-
tigates, she runs into interference from the Bureau of Land 
Management, which manages the wild horse population by 
periodically rounding them up and adopting some of them out. 
Unfortunately, Sam cannot prove the Phantom’s true identity 
and stake her claim to him. Features in this edition include a 
new map and the addition of excerpts from Sam’s journal and 
dictionary. This engaging, well-paced story with a touch of mys-
tery features a likable protagonist overcoming obstacles. Sup-
porting characters are also well rounded. Most characters read 
White.

An already beloved novel that will find a fresh audience 
among horse and adventure lovers. (Fiction. 8-12)

THE GIRL WHO LOST 
A LEOPARD
Farook, Nizrana
Peachtree (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781682635810  

Adventure, friendship, and activism 
intertwine in this middle-grade novel.

Set in the island country of Ser-
endib, which reads like an alternate 

Sri Lanka, this story brings readers into the world of leop-
ards, toque macaques, and nelu flowers, which bloom every 
12 years. Eleven-year-old Selvi is a loner and outsider in her 
school class. To fill the loneliness, she often romps with Lokka, 
a wild leopard she has befriended. One morning she is horri-
fied to discover hunters illegally pursuing her beloved Lokka. 
She screams and the poachers come after her instead. Fleeing, 
Selvi stumbles upon the home of Amir, a boy in her class who 
hangs out with the mean kids. Amir becomes curious about 
Selvi and follows her, discovering her friendship with the 
leopard. Meanwhile, Selvi is desperate to protect the leopard 
from the poachers and at first shuns Amir’s offer of help, not 
trusting him. But eventually the two bond and work together 
to expose a poaching ring. While the story is not a nuanced 
one—characters are good or bad—and Amir’s transition from 
untrustworthy to trustworthy is delivered swiftly, it is full of 
well-written adventure and presents the time-honored theme 
of the value of friendship. Its evocation of setting is a strong 
point, as it includes descriptions of many flowers, birds, and 
animals, creating a strong sense of place. 

A straightforward, well-written storyline with a strong 
setting and atmosphere. (map) (Adventure. 8-12)

THE BOOK OF STOLEN 
DREAMS
Farr, David
Illus. by Kristina Kister
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781665922579  

A high fantasy of adventure and brav-
ery originally published in Great Britain. 

Mythical country Krasnia has been 
taken over by tyrant Charles Malstain. 

The once-thriving city of Brava is reduced to poverty and fear. 
But on Rachel Klein’s 11th birthday, her father invites her and 
her 12 1/2-year-old brother, Robert, to come to the North Brava 
Public Lending Library where he works. It is after closing hours, 
children (in particular) are not supposed to be outside after the 
7 p.m. curfew, and Rachel wonders what her father is up to. In 
the Rare Books Room, Father hands Rachel an ancient, beauti-
fully illustrated leather-bound book. Then soldiers arrive, and 
they must flee. Father hastily instructs the children to give the 
book to a particular person the next morning. As Rachel and 
Robert escape through a ventilation shaft, their father is beaten 
and arrested. So begins this intriguing, entertaining tale. With 
nods to both His Dark Materials and Lemony Snicket, the nar-
rative spins a tale of good and evil, all the while interposing snip-
pets of humor to keep things just a bit sardonic. As the siblings 
navigate the mystery of the book they have been given and learn 
its secret, they encounter new worlds and both brave and cow-
ardly people. While an effervescent adventure, the story never 
loses sight of its timely theme: the essential need for a moral 
compass. Chapters open with enchanting spot art. Characters 
read default White. 

Sparkling and timely. (Fantasy. 9-13)

PEACEFUL ME
Feder, Sandra V.
Illus. by Rahele Jomepour Bell
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781773063416  

A child reflects on all the different 
ways to experience peace.

An unnamed, Black-presenting pro-
tagonist looks serenely out a window 
beside a happy black cat. The child narra-

tor describes moments when they feel peaceful: when connect-
ing with others, when they’re by themself, or “when things go 
well.” This gentle story introduces different flavors of peace— 

“ ‘Good game!’ peaceful.” “ ‘Cuddle time,’ peaceful.” “ ‘I’ll help,’ 
peaceful.” Bell’s dynamic, textured illustrations make peace feel 
particularly palpable, such as when the protagonist describes 
the “ ‘floating,’ peaceful” they feel when swimming outside; 
Bell’s depiction of the contented main character, buoyed on the 
light-webbed surface of a lake, is mesmerizing. But the child 

“Adventure, friendship, and activism 
intertwine in this middle-grade novel.”

the girl who lost a leopard
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does acknowledge that they don’t always feel peaceful—“So 
I slow my breathing down—deep breath in, deep breath out.” 
The rest of the story details strategies for finding peace, with 
the narrator concluding that “Sometimes it takes work to get 
there. But when I do, I’m happy to be peaceful me.” With no 
validation of nonpeaceful emotions, some young readers may 
get the impression that distress and agitation are bad feelings 
to fix rather than normal emotions that just require processing. 
The book would have benefitted from a slightly more expanded 
narrative that spends more time on negative emotions; caregiv-
ers and educators may want to pair it with the creators’ earlier 
title Angry Me (2022) for a more in-depth look at the emotional 
spectrum. Still, overall this is an age-appropriate exploration of 
how to stay centered and calm. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A vibrantly illustrated ode to tranquility. (Picture book. 3-6)

THERE’S A COW IN MY BED
Fehr, Daniel
Illus. by Jorge Martín
NubeOcho (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
9788418599699 
Series: Somos8 

A youngster refuses to sleep because 
of the many animals that suddenly appear in their bed.

The impish tot, with tan skin and two curly red poofs of 
hair, is having quite the night. First, there is a cow lounging on 
top of the covers. But Dad, brown-haired and tan-skinned, busy 
washing the dishes, is skeptical. “Cows don’t like to sleep alone,” 
he scoffs. “Why don’t you go ask her to make room for you?” 
The child goes back to bed but returns to complain that a duck 
(with a dapper hat) has joined the cow and is now playing cards 
with her! And the cow is losing, which makes her grumpy. No 
one wants to sleep with a grumpy cow. But when Dad checks 
the bed, they are gone. “Maybe they’re playing hide-and-seek 
now,” suggests the child. These all appear to be classic bedtime 
stalling techniques, but the youngster really is certain there are 
animals in the bed! They just keep disappearing whenever Dad 
checks. But the tables turn when it is Dad’s turn to go to sleep. 
Told through dialogue, the narrative is a little one-note, though 
very entertaining, and the expressive illustrations bounce it 
happily along. Martín’s scribbly illustrations are reminiscent of 
Greg Pizzoli’s style. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Bovines and bedtime combine for delightful silliness. (Pic-
ture book. 3-6)

WHAT MY 
DADDY LOVES 
Figueroa, Raissa
Clarion/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780358588771  

Black fathers and children’s love for 
one another is apparent in this ode to 

fatherhood.
Dedicated “to all dads,” Figueroa’s authorial debut is told 

from the perspectives of various young children. The book con-
sists mostly of 13 sentences that each begin with the refrain “My 
daddy loves,” followed by common actions that children and 
fathers do together. “My daddy loves starting the day with me.” 

“My daddy loves playing with me.” “My daddy loves fixing things 
with me.” Digitally rendered illustrations use a wide palette of 
colors; done in Figueroa’s signature style, they make beautiful 
use of light and shadow. The author/illustrator captures the joy 
of the everyday: taking a shopping cart ride through the grocery 
store, playing with blocks, gardening. Expressive and soft, the 
visuals complement the text and include small details through-
out that capture these characters’ diversity. Though all present 
Black, these tender, nurturing, and supportive fathers and their 
children vary by age, size, shape, and ability (one dad uses a 
hearing aid, while another uses a wheelchair) and are depicted 
in various shades of brown, with a wide array of hair textures 
and hairstyles, including fathers who are bald. The final words 
of the book offer a memorable message for readers of all ages—
a reminder that what dads love most of all are their little ones. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Warm and joyful.

POP’S PERFECT PRESENT
Finkle, Corey
Illus. by Lenny Wen
Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781250819444  

A rhyming recounting of a child’s 
efforts to coordinate a day of fun with 

her dad.
A light-skinned young girl introduces her brown-skinned 

dad as “the best,” adding that “when somebody meets him, 
they’re always impressed.” An image of Pop balancing a cell-
phone between ear and shoulder while shopping bags topple to 
the sidewalk suggests that the narrator might just have an ideal-
ized view of her father. As the narrator describes how Pop helps 
with homework and bandages her scrapes, the visuals show him 
flailing but always doing his best. The child wants to thank Pop, 
so she plans a day filled with fun, but nothing goes right. They 
go fishing but don’t catch anything; their baseball game ends 
when the child can’t hit a single ball; and their attempt at form-
ing a band falls flat. The child is dejected, but Pop reassures her 
that he’s enjoyed every minute, because “I got to do all this with 
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YOU!” Softly edged illustrations in bright, warm tones evoke 
the gentle joy of the relationship. Much like Oge Mora’s Satur-
day (2019), this tender tale makes clear spending time together 
is what matters most—not how many home runs or high notes 
you hit. This can be a hard lesson to pick up, so another pic-
ture book with this message is most welcome, especially one 
centering a loving father-daughter relationship. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A much-needed reminder to embrace the imperfections. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

QUESTIONS I AM ASKED 
ABOUT THE HOLOCAUST
A Young Reader’s Edition
Fried, Hédi
Trans. by Alice E. Olsson
Illus. by Laila Ekboir
Scribble (208 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 4, 2023
9781957363233  

Answers to the questions that a Jew-
ish Swedish Romanian educator and sur-

vivor of Auschwitz fielded most often.
Until her death in 2022, Fried lectured in schools about one 

of the most horrific events in living memory. Translated from 
Swedish, this work is an approachable adaptation of her 2019 
volume. Illustrated with plain, almost stiff artwork in muted 
colors, common questions such as “Why did Hitler hate the 
Jews?” and “Why did you not fight back?” are interspersed with 
more surprising queries. Fried’s shock at being asked, “What 
was the best?” is palpable, yet she gives as much consideration 
to this question as she does to the others. In response, she 
describes how she and Olga, another girl, risked their lives to 
smuggle a few leaves into the barracks. An account that could 
be framed as utter horror becomes, in Fried’s telling, a moment 
of breathless joy. Ekboir’s accompanying illustration, sunlight 
bursting through a tree’s canopy, evokes an impossibly distant 
hope. Fried closes by reminding her readers that “Are you able 
to forgive?” is not the important question when there’s work to 
be done. She draws parallels to contemporary issues such as the 
prejudice faced by refugees and “racism, anti-Semitism, anti-
Romanyism, and Islamophobia.” In her pragmatic words, the 
horrors of the Holocaust become if not comprehensible then 
perhaps a little easier for readers to wrap their minds around.

Sheds light on a devastating topic with empathy, sensi-
tivity, and honesty. (further reading, map, timeline, glossary, 
reflections on identity and society, bystanders and upstanders, 
questions for a reading group, context of Jewish identity at the 
time, historical context of the Holocaust, recipe for Swedish 
hot cocoa) (Nonfiction. 8-11)

WE ARE STARLINGS
Inside the Mesmerizing 
Magic of a Murmuration
Furrow, Robert & Donna Jo Napoli
Illus. by Marc Martin
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 9, 2023
978-0-593-38163-2
9780593381649 PLB  

Discover the magic of a murmura-
tion of starlings.

Just two starlings open the book one morning. They are 
chilly and restless, taking off and joining other starlings. Flying 
for days, the flock continues to grow as Martin’s illustrations get 
more and more crowded: hundreds, thousands, millions. They 
have become a murmuration of starlings, seeking warmth and 
safety in their huge numbers. Each bird in the flock has allies—
those birds flying closest to them—and by paying attention to 
only their allies, the birds can fly in complex patterns and avoid 
predators without flying into each other. As sunset nears, the 
starlings twist and dance in the sky, making ribbons and snakes. 
And then, all at once, they land to feed and roost. The backmat-
ter offers more info about starlings, but it’s incomplete, lacking 
a map or any description of habitat. Martin tinges his water-
color, pencil, and digital collage illustrations with the oranges, 
pinks, yellows, and reds of the setting sun, but this makes the 
timeline confusing since the birds take off in the morning, fly 
for days, and roost at sunset. He does, however, provide a mar-
velous sense of scale, placing tiny humans under the flock and 
showing an enormous ribbon of birds above what in real life are 
huge windmills. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A good introduction to starling murmurations, though 
readers will need to fill in the gaps. (Informational picture book. 3-8)

THE PURIM PANIC
Gehl, Laura
Illus. by Olga Ivanov & Aleksey Ivanov
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 1, 2023
9780807571804 
Series: Ruby Celebrates! 

Come celebrate Purim with Ruby 
and her family.

Ruby, her little brother, Benny, her father, and her grand-
mother have fun making hamantaschen in several delicious fla-
vors to share with relatives. Bubbe helps Benny make a grogger, 
a Purim noisemaker. Then Ruby discovers that her very special 
ruby ring, a Hanukkah gift from Bubbe, is missing, and thor-
ough searches by Dad and other relatives, who have arrived to 
celebrate, come up empty. Through it all, Benny shouts, “Grog-
ger!” and shakes his noisemaker, irritating an already upset 
Ruby. But it’s time to go to the synagogue for the reading of the 
megillah. Ruby dresses as Queen Esther, Benny is a lion, and 
the cousins are all in costumes as well. Groggers are shaken at 
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every mention of Haman’s name, with boos thrown in for good 
measure. Ruby participates, but her heart isn’t in it, for the ring 
is very much on her mind. Finally, the ring is found—as it turns 
out, the clues to its location have been there all along. Ruby, 
Benny, their father, and most other family members are dark-
haired and tan-skinned; one cousin is slightly darker-skinned. 
Gehl tells the story simply, with emphasis on the loving interac-
tions of the extended family and their joy in the Jewish tradi-
tions of Purim; brightly hued illustrations bring to life Ruby’s 
sadness, frustration, and, finally, relief. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An affectionate, expressive depiction of a Jewish family 
celebration. (a note about Purim, instructions on making a 
grogger) (Picture book. 4-8)

FOOD FOR HOPE
How John van Hengel 
Invented Food Banks 
for the Hungry
Gottesfeld, Jeff
Illus. by Michelle Laurentia Agatha
Creston (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781954354241  

A loving tribute to grassroots activist 
John van Hengel, said to be the founder of the first food bank.

Van Hengel (1923-2005), who knew “the mind-numbing 
ache of hunger” from experience, found his vocation when, as a 
cook for his Arizona church’s soup kitchen, he discovered that 
grocery stores were discarding masses of useable stock. His gift 
was plainly an ability to think big; in 1967 he founded St. Mary’s 
Food Bank, which distributed 125 tons of donated food its first 
year. That led to Second Harvest (now called Feeding America). 
Van Hengel proved able to handle windfalls ranging from 5,000 
live chickens to a million chocolate Easter bunnies—and he 
went on to help found more food banks around the world. Got-
tesfeld characterizes his subject’s early life as a “riches-to-rags” 
story, but he skips the causes of that descent and other specif-
ics to focus on van Hengel’s achievements, faith, and humility 
before closing with a sentimental anecdote about a first grader 
who shook the then-old man’s “trembling hand,” saying, “You 
did good.” He did indeed. In the same idealized vein, Agatha 
arranges cast-out food in a dumpster with fussy precision, lays 
down chickens and chocolate bunnies in tidy rows, and depicts 
the joyful, plainly dressed White man joining racially diverse 
people standing in a food line, hauling bags and boxes, or gath-
ered at tables. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An inspiring profile warmed by its (not undeserved) sen-
timental glow. (author’s note, note on research and dialogue, 
timeline) (Picture-book biography. 6-8)

NO IS ALL I KNOW!
Grabenstein, Chris
Illus. by Leo Espinosa
Random House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 16, 2023
978-0-593-30204-0
9780593302057 PLB  

Oliver McSnow says, “No!” to every-
thing until his cousin Jess teaches him 

the power of “Yes!”
A word all too familiar to caregivers of little ones, no echoes 

around Oliver’s house. He turns down food, a request to clean 
up a mess, and even the chance to use the swings. When Jess 
comes to play, he says, “Yes!” before Oliver can say “No!” and off 
they go, swinging, scootering, and even enjoying ice cream. As 
it turns out, Jess just might change Oliver’s mind forever, show-
ing him the joyful wonder of saying yes. Grabenstein’s naysayer 
is wholeheartedly believable, as is the exuberant, gleeful Jess. 
Espinosa’s illustrations perfectly capture Oliver’s exasperated 
parents, who are exhausted by the boy’s rejection of everything 
except for macaroni and cheese. The story will have readers 
realizing right alongside Oliver just how much fun there is in 
trying and doing new things. Text and illustrations are well 
balanced, never belaboring the message and letting Oliver’s 
experiences speak for themselves. Espinosa’s black-outlined 
illustrations capture the characters midmovement: Oliver bik-
ing through the house with one socked foot or sprinting naked 
through the front door. The story strikes just the right note of 
on-the-nose kid behavior and parent feelings with a hint of silly 
and a satisfying resolution. Oliver is tan-skinned, his parents 
are lighter-skinned, and Jess is brown-skinned. There are back-
ground characters of color. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Say yes to each reread of this one. (Picture book. 3-6)

10 CATS
Gravett, Emily
Boxer Books (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781914912580  

What can 10 cats and three cans of 
paint teach us?

A white adult cat and nine kittens of various hues and 
stripes make up the 10 titular cats. “1 white cat.” “2 black cats.” 

“3 cats with stripes.” “4 cats with patches.” As the adult cat naps, 
the kittens play with the three cans of paint (in primary colors, 
of course)…and suddenly five kittens have red spots. Then six 
have yellow dots. Seven cats have blue blotches. As red and yel-
low mix, eight cats find themselves with orange patches. And 
when blue and yellow mix, nine cats are covered with green 
splotches. Finally, the adult cat awakens and decides that these 

“10 multicolored cats” (themself included) need baths. Everyone 
takes a dip in a tub and towels off. Gravett’s cat and kittens are 
adorable, with wide, expressive eyes and all the moves (and toe 
beans) of real felines. The simple text will help kids learn their 

“Strikes just the right note of on-the-nose kid behavior and parent 
feelings with a hint of silly and a satisfying resolution.”

no is all i  know!
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colors and numbers. Each double-page spread is devoted to a 
different number and color (or pattern). Pet owners will easily 
recognize their own kitty companions in the illustrations cre-
ated with pencil, watercolor, and “a smidgeon of digital fiddle-
faddling.” Even those who know their numbers and colors will 
enjoy this tale, which serves as a fine modernization to Marga-
ret Wise Brown’s Color Kittens (1949), illustrated by Alice and 
Martin Provensen. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightfully messy pussycat rumpus. (Concept book. 1-5)

TREES ARE NOT JUST 
FOR BIRDS
Grubman, Bonnie
Illus. by Katrien Benaets
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 23, 2023
9781605378206  

A bird is disinclined to share “her” 
tree with any of the other forest animals.

Bird circles the forest until she finds 
the perfect tree in which to build her nest. But she’s not the 
only one who appreciates this particular tree, and the page 
turns bring new animals to the tree for shelter and shade: Rac-
coon, Squirrel, Possum (with joeys on her back), Bat, and Baby 
Bear. Each confronts affronted Bird’s “excuuuuse me” with the 
titular phrase, adding in each of the animals that came before as 
well. Though she has her wing cocked on her hip and is full of 
attitude, Bird allows each to stay: “Fine.” Her annoyance starts 
to disappear as she looks around at all the animals doing their 
own thing, and as she watches the sun set, she wishes she had 
some friends to share it with. Cue the sunrise and a new outlook 
for Bird. The ending is both abrupt and unrealistic, and Bird 
shows no true growth. While Benaets’ fauna are adorable, they 
are not true-to-life and don’t always match the text. Instead of 
being depicted in a tree hollow, Raccoon dangles his legs over 
a branch and later falls asleep astride it. Aside from Bat and 
some mosquitoes, there are no predator-prey issues, and there’s 
no recognition that some of these animals have opposite sleep-
wake schedules. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Pass this tree and its disagreeable avian tenant by. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

THE LION OF LARK-HAYES 
MANOR
Hartman, Aubrey
Illus. by Christopher Cyr
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780316448222  

A fantasy-loving bookworm makes a 
wonderful, terrible bargain.

When sixth grader Poppy Wood-
lock’s historic preservationist parents 

move the family to the Oregon coast to work on the titular 
stately home, Poppy’s sure she’ll find magic. Indeed, the exiled 
water nymph in the manor’s ruined swimming pool grants a 
wish, but: “Magic isn’t free. It cosssts.” The price? Poppy’s favor-
ite book, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. In return she 
receives Sampson, a winged lion cub who is everything Poppy 
could have hoped for. But she soon learns that the nymph 
didn’t take just her own physical book—she erased Narnia from 
Poppy’s world. And it’s just the first loss: Soon, Poppy’s grand-
mother’s journal’s gone, then The Odyssey, and more. The loss is 
heartbreaking, but Sampson’s a wonderful companion, particu-
larly as Poppy’s finding middle school a tough adjustment. Hart-
man’s premise is beguiling—plenty of readers will identify with 
Poppy, both as a fellow bibliophile and as a kid struggling to 
adapt. Poppy’s repeatedly expressed faith that unveiling Samp-
son will bring some sort of vindication wears thin, but that does 
not detract from the central drama. It’s a pity that the named 
real-world books Poppy reads are notably lacking in diversity; 
a story about the power of literature so limited in imagination 
lets both itself and readers down. The cast adheres to a White 
default. Chapters open with atmospheric spot art.

A pleasing premise for book lovers. (Fantasy. 9-12)

INDIGENOUS INGENUITY
A Celebration of Traditional 
North American Knowledge
Havrelock, Deidre & Edward Kay
Illus. by Kalila J. Fuller
Christy Ottaviano Books (272 pp.) 
$20.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780316413336  

A comprehensive unveiling of the 
“rich scientific legacy” of Indigenous 

Peoples.
Havrelock (Saddle Lake Cree Nation) and Kay address 

misunderstandings about Indigenous Peoples and their ways 
of knowing. They reveal significant Indigenous contribu-
tions in the areas of ecology and sustainability, transportation, 
health sciences, mathematics, and more. Readers are called 
to action “to come together and build a mutually respectful 
and healthier future.” A conversational tone invites readers to 
engage with this monumental collection and explore the for-
ward thinking of numerous Indigenous nations, each credited 
for their ideas by name. Curious readers will learn facts unique 
to individual tribal groups while gaining knowledge of STEM/
STEAM concepts such as friction, biochemistry, papermaking, 
musical instruments, and more. Each chapter highlights how 
Indigenous inventions have long-lasting legacies. For example, 
the authors explore how Indigenous designers created the 
continent’s first metal fishhooks along with the precursors to 
anoraks and crampons, to name a few. Modern and historical 
photographs adorn the text seamlessly, enhancing the reading 
experience. An ancient counting system is hidden in plain sight 
throughout, which observant readers discover in a later chap-
ter. Minibiographies of contemporary Indigenous role models 

“A comprehensive unveiling of the ‘rich 
scientific legacy’ of Indigenous Peoples.”

indigenous ingenuity
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shine in sidebars, including artists, scientists, and other innova-
tors. Young readers will delight in simple science experiments 
sprinkled throughout. Final art not seen.

An ambitious, appealing, and accessible work document-
ing and protecting valuable knowledge. (cultural areas and 
peoples referenced, glossary, Indigenous science organiza-
tions, bibliography, source notes, index) (Nonfiction. 9-16)

THE STORYTELLER 
Hobson, Brandon
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781338797268  

A Cherokee tween searches for his 
missing mother.

Ten years after his mother’s disappear-
ance, Ziggy Echota hasn’t given up hope. 
The anxious sixth grader becomes con-
vinced that the Nunnehi, trickster spirits 

who reportedly live in desert caves outside his small New Mexico 
town, hold answers. Ziggy’s classmate Alice, who wears a hearing 
aid, shows up in the middle of the night to take him to them. His 
older sister, Moon, secretly follows. Talking animals and humans 
alike appear along the dreamlike quest, from a coyote and a buz-
zard to a fortuneteller and a Shakespearean actor. Will Ziggy 
find answers among the stories? This middle-grade debut from 
National Book Award finalist Hobson (the Cherokee Nation 
Tribe of Oklahoma) offers a frank look at anxiety and loss bal-
anced with moments of wonder and levity. The book’s opening 
epigraph from Jefferson Airplane draws a clear link to Wonder-
land, but the evocative desert setting and infusion of Cherokee 
history, language, and culture ground the fantastical in tradition 
while exploring contemporary subjects such as missing Indig-
enous women. The kaleidoscopic structure imparts plentiful 
messages among its substories, always with a light hand. Ritualis-
tic behaviors, catastrophizing, and insightful conversations with 
a therapist add authenticity to Hobson’s depiction of anxiety. 
The multigenerational, majority-Native cast establishes a strong 
sense of community as well as a reverence for Native storytellers. 
Although a White side character joins the adventure, the novel 
refreshingly focalizes Native perspectives.

A captivating testament to the healing power of stories. 
(author’s note) (Fiction. 9-12)

BEAR AND BIRD
The Picnic and Other Stories
Jarvis
Candlewick (64 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 9, 2023
978-1-5362-2832-8  

Four slice-of-life stories starring best 
friends Bear and Bird.

In the first—and slightly mean-spir-
ited—tale, Bird sits on a flower, falls in, 
and get stuck. Bear hears the “flower” 

crying and decides to cheer it up by regaling it with stories of 
Bird’s “silly” mistakes. Unsurprisingly, this fails to amuse Bird. 
Bear smells the flower, and his subsequent sneeze inadvertently 
frees Bird. He proceeds to show Bird the “talking flower,” and, in 
a role reversal, Bird now deems Bear silly for believing a flower 
could speak. In the next story, Bear falsely claims that he has 
prepared for their picnic and then, to avoid getting caught lying, 
offers alternatives to all of the supplies he was supposed to 
bring, successfully escaping consequences—with a final reveal 
that Bird was aware but played oblivious to keep Bear happy. 
Next, Bird is jealous of Bear’s painting talent, so Bear cheers her 
up by lying about liking Bird’s artwork (which backfires when 
Bird makes Bear’s house a ton of paintings). In the final story, 
jealous Bird frets that Bear seems to prefer a new friend—but 
in fact he’s just been spending time snuggling with his beloved 
blanket. The art—digitally rendered thick-lined watercolor-
like images on sepia—is large and far more attractive than the 
friendship model presented, with characters too often relying 
on lies to fix their problems.

Goes too far in avoiding moralistic characters and instead 
actively endorses bad behavior. (Chapter book. 6-9)

A NEW DAY FOR UMWELL 
THE GRAY
Jenks, Nathaniel
Illus. by Rebecca Evans
Tilbury House (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 2, 2023
9780884489443  

It’s another dull day…until some-
thing new happens.

William’s world, his thoughts, and even his clothes are 
gray. His aunt teases that one day his hair will turn gray, but he 
continues to mope, bored that everything is always the same. 
Then a girl in a purple raincoat appears at the window and 
introduces herself as Purple. Taken aback, William stumbles 
when she asks him his name (“Um…well”), so Purple calls him 
Umwell. A sort of Manic Pixie Dream Girl, Purple takes him on 
a walk through the trees and to the beach as she demonstrates 
how nothing, not the water in a stream or falling leaves, is ever 
precisely the same from one moment to the next. They fly 
kites, examine starfish, and discover how even people change 
from day to day. Jenks explores several related themes—the 
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healing power of nature, coming out of a somber mood, alter-
ing one’s perspective—that all work in tandem here. Though 
the friendship is a bit one-sided, with Purple existing seem-
ingly only to inspire William, it’s a tale that will have many 
readers opening their own eyes. Evans’ delicate illustrations 
use color to indicate how Purple has enriched William’s world. 
By the end, though the boy still sports his gray raincoat, the 
once monochromatic, grayish-blue world has filled with more 
vibrant hues. William presents Asian; Purple is Black. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Spirited revelations. (Picture book. 3-8)

NOTHING’S WRONG!
A Hare, a Bear, and Some Pie 
To Share
John, Jory
Illus. by Erin Kraan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780374312176  

Will a pie ruin Anders’ friendship 
with Jeff?

Anders, a hare, plans to surprise his friend Jeff, a bear, with 
a homemade pie for their picnic. He sets it on the windowsill 
and goes for a walk, but when it rains unexpectedly, he’s upset 
to find the pie soaked—and even more out of sorts when he 
slips and ends up covered in pie. An oblivious Jeff shows up but 
doesn’t notice anything amiss. When the two head off for their 
picnic lunch, Anders is still quietly grumpy about the pie but 
repeatedly states that nothing is wrong. In a slightly didactic 
move—though one that will offer guidance to little ones deal-
ing with their own friendship ups and downs—Jeff turns to 
readers and opens up about his worries about his pal. Jeff tries 
to make Anders feel better; finally, Anders shares his pie story. 
After thanking Anders for baking the pie, Jeff suggests that they 
make another one together. After all, what’s most important is 
that friends spend time together. Their pie smells delicious 
enough to attract a forest full of creatures eager to share the 
pie…and more friendship. Woodcut and linocut artwork stands 
out for its dynamic textures, crisp edges, and blocks of color 
that evoke spring. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Imparts a gentle, satisfying message about the importance 
of a good friend. (Picture book. 3-7)

THERE’S A BEACH 
IN MY BEDROOM
Jonas, Kevin & Danielle  Jonas
Illus. by Courtney Dawson
Razorbill/Penguin (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780593352106  

In this picture book from pop star 
Kevin Jonas and his wife, TV personality 

Danielle Jonas, a rainy day forces a child to find an alternate way 
to enjoy the beach.

Family beach day is one of Bella’s favorite things. She loves 
splashing in the waves, jumping from rock to rock, and build-
ing sand castles. Today, however, the weather isn’t cooperating, 
but Bella isn’t upset. “It will just have to stop raining. That’s all.” 
Disappointment sets in when her family tells her that beach day 
is off. Teary Bella rejects suggested indoor pastimes like board 
games, musical jam sessions, or reading stories together, and she 
retreats to her room. Dejected, Bella consoles herself with her 
stuffed bunny, Mr. Bonkers, until her parents and sister, Emma, 
knock on her door with a surprise: “BEDROOM BEACH 
DAY!” With just a few household items—a big lamp for the sun, 
a fan for the ocean breeze, a blue blanket for water, and pillows 
for rocks—and a large dose of imagination, Bella’s bedroom 
is transformed. A flexible attitude from all helps Bella—and 
readers—realize that things may not always go as planned…but 
sometimes they can be even better than we expected. Whimsi-
cal, cartoonish drawings and a dialogue-driven narrative turn a 
setback into an uplifting family experience. Bella and her family 
are light-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An upbeat tale with a much-needed message: Imagination 
and positivity can save the day. (Picture book. 4-6)

I’M AN AMERICAN
Khiani, Darshana
Illus. by Laura Freeman
Viking (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780593464724  

What makes someone American?
A classroom of children from a wide 

variety of backgrounds ponder the char-
acteristics and qualities of the American identity. Is it a matter 
of where you live? What you look like? Or perhaps the tradi-
tions you follow? “I think being an American is something 
more,” one child contends. The others share their own beliefs 
and family experiences—one student is the grandchild of Japa-
nese Americans who were unjustly imprisoned during World 
War II; another child and their family members are Somali 
refugees; a light-skinned child attends Pride each year with 
their fathers. Each page reveals the many ways in which their 
families have shaped America—and continue to do so—as they 
share the values they hold dear. Khiani attempts to capture 
each meaningful experience succinctly. Still, younger readers 
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may feel left behind during the story’s more complex moments, 
such as a discussion of the impact of redlining on Black Ameri-
cans. Freeman’s stunning illustrations drive the story home, 
with layered images depicting past and present on each page 
interwoven with the American flag, adding texture, depth, and 
color. The resulting patchwork effect reinforces the power of 
both diversity and shared beliefs in breathing life and strength 
into the American identity. Extensive backmatter provides fur-
ther context and guidance for additional research. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Will inspire a closer look at America’s rich history—and 
the myriad experiences of Americans. (author’s note, map, 
migration factors, additional information about the various 
cultures mentioned, further reading, selected bibliography) 
(Informational picture book. 8-12)

PERFECT PRESENTS!
Kuhl, Anke
Trans. by Melody Shaw
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781776574995  

The presence of presents cements a 
friendship.

In this story, a New Zealand import by way of Germany, a tall, 
potbellied, anthropomorphic horned owl relaxes in an armchair, 
expecting a visitor. In walks the cheery arrival: a short, slender, 
yellow-and-black creature resembling a salamander and wheel-
ing a blue shopping cart. The visitor pulls out a cake, declaring, 

“I made it myself!” and hands it over. The owl promptly swallows 
it whole. This gift is followed by a colorful “freshly picked!” flo-
ral bouquet that also makes its way down the owl’s gullet. Unsur-
prisingly, a third offering—a gaily wrapped, bow-bedecked 
box—also gets inhaled whole. After each presentation, the owl 
expresses their appreciation with a rub of their rotund abdo-
men. When the owl raises the benefactor to their mouth, read-
ers might well surmise things won’t end well. Surprise, surprise, 
however: The owl presents a present of their own and a gracious, 
punning compliment. This short comic, told in very spare lan-
guage, conveys a sweet, simple message that children should 
easily comprehend and, hopefully, emulate: Kindness begets 
kindness. The lively, humorous illustrations, set in two panels 
per page, are endearingly expressive. The book is a lively con-
versation sparker, and adults should encourage discussion about 
the protagonists’ relationship, why the visitor bestowed these 
gifts, and what presents children would give the owl.

This cute story is like a present and a friendship—to be 
enjoyed and shared. (Graphic fiction. 3-6)

WHEN YOU’RE OLDER
Laguna, Sofie
Illus. by Judy Watson
Allen & Unwin (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781760291341  

A little boy dreams of what he and his 
tiny baby brother will do together just a 
few years later.

One stock response to deflect children’s wishes is “When 
you’re older.” In contrast, this book celebrates unbounded 
imaginative possibilities. In warm, simple words, the older boy 
envisions future adventures with his new sibling, both of whom 
present White, in a jungle, in a cave, at the seashore, out on 
the ocean, on an ice floe, and further, to the edge of disaster, 
where one blond brother saves the other. There’s no sense of 
impatience, just the beautiful unfolding of far-flung exploits, 
including those via books with “dragons, crowns and swords.” 
A slim tan pooch, sleeping like the baby at the start, actively 
and enthusiastically participates in everything—even riding on 
a sled pulled by “wild dogs.” The celebration of brotherhood is 
admirable. Glowing shades of aqua, turquoise, ruby, gold, and 
green radiate from the pages. Multiple techniques combine 
hand-drawn lines, spongelike prints, patterns, streaks, and 
splashes to evoke luminous worlds. The sleeping sibling can’t 
know how fortunate he is, but lucky readers can easily project 
themselves into these scenes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Thrilling journeys abound in this lovely ode to childhood 
fantasies and sibling bonds. (Picture book. 4-8)

JUNGLE CAT
Larsen, Andrew
Illus. by Udayana Lugo
Orca (32 pp.) 
$21.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781459834644  

An apartment-dwelling feline has 
good-hearted neighbors.

Bob, an orange tabby and self-
described “jungle cat,” loves visiting friends. Firefighter Pearl 
appreciates that the cat follows her as she waters the lush green-
ery in her plant-filled “jungle” space. Chef Mario generously 
proffers sardines, adored by jungle cats. Computer whiz Kevin 
provides a bowl of fresh water, which Bob pretends is a “water-
ing hole deep in the jungle.” The best apartment is the one Bob 
shares with Pippa and her mom. When Pippa says the noisy city 
street is “a jungle,” guess who’s ready for adventure? But being 
outside proves too much even for a jungle cat. Bravado’s one 
thing; screeching tires, honking horns, and shouting drivers are 
another: Bob heads for home and, in jungle-cat fashion, climbs 
a tree. Uh-oh, in pet-cat fashion, Bob gets stuck. Luckily, the 
feline’s frantic meowing brings Pearl with a ladder and Mario, 
Kevin, and Pippa following closely behind. Together they effect 
a safe rescue, and a party celebrates the ordeal’s happy ending. 

“The presence of presents cements a friendship.”
perfect presents!
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Though it’s a tale we’ve seen before, this Canadian import is 
charming and conveys important messages about friendship 
and cooperation. The colorful digital illustrations are lively and 
filled with delightful, witty details; Bob is very expressive. Pearl, 
Mario, Pippa, and her mom have varied tones of brown skin; 
Kevin is White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A welcome reminder that whether you’re a cat or a human, 
it’s nice to have friendly people around ready to help you out. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

DARK CLOUD
Lazowski, Anna
Illus. by Penny Neville-Lee
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781525306570  

A poetic description of childhood 
depression.

Abigail wakes to find herself pursued by, among other 
objects, a dark rain cloud, a tumbleweed-shaped “ball of wor-
ries,” “a swirl of fog,” and a beautiful but hunger-stealing shadow. 
While her classmates also seem to see these signs of Abigail’s 
distress, none of them are willing or able to help her. Her father 
uses a comb to help Abigail smooth out her “tangled thoughts” 
and gives her a bright yellow polka-dot bow—the first splash of 
bright color in the muted illustrations. Later, when Abigail sits 
on a bench to tame the butterflies in her stomach, a classmate 
joins her. The two sit together in silent understanding. These 
moments make Abigail feel less alone, and while her dark cloud 
never actually leaves, she learns to accept it. The author’s pre-
cise, clear language and sharply perceptive imagery bring to life 
a child’s experience with depression. The slow incorporation of 
color and patterns into an otherwise dark palette conveys Abi-
gail’s inner journey. The book’s pictures and words intertwine 
into an empathetic and quietly profound portrait of a child’s 
emotional struggles. Abigail has skin the white of the page, her 
parents have grayish-toned skin, while her friend is brown-
skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Moving and insightful. (Picture book. 3-6)

REAL TO ME
Lê, Minh
Illus. by Raissa Figueroa
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 2, 2023
978-0-593-37749-9
9780593377505 PLB  

The imaginary-friend trope gets turned on its head.
Told mostly in first person, this story follows a large furry 

green creature and a small Black girl who are engaged in a series 
of adventures. “When you have a great friend, the rest of the 
world can seem to disappear.” Together the two laugh and play, 
are brave together, and get in trouble. Others say that the friend 

is imaginary, but our narrator isn’t so sure. And then, one day, 
the friend is unexpectedly gone. Now it becomes clear that the 
narrator wasn’t the girl but the newly morose and lonely mon-
ster. “She was real to me.” In time our narrator makes friends 
with other creatures and once more has adventures and mis-
adventures. Even so, the protagonist never forgets their first 
friend. It is a testament to Figueroa’s talents that while the main 
character may be furry, the heartbreak and longing they exude 
feel achingly real, as does the friendship at the center of the 
story. In the latter half of the book, Lê elegantly repeats phrases 
and cadences that appeared in the first half (thereby linking the 
new friends to the old), but it’s Figueroa’s lush, electric, pulsat-
ing hues and colors that bring the worldbuilding to life, with 
jewel tones depicting bright sunny days and illuminated nights. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A friend is a friend, and while the twist is clever, the robust 
storytelling throughout will prove the book’s greatest lure. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

IN THE TUNNEL 
Lee, Julie
Holiday House (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 30, 2023
9780823450398  

A South Korean boy longs to rescue 
his father imprisoned in North Korea.

It’s 1952, and 16-year-old Myung-gi 
has joined the South Korean army in 
hopes of finding Ahpa, who was taken 
by North Korean soldiers two years 

prior. He’s trapped in a tunnel at the North-South Korean bor-
der, and as he waits for what seems like inevitable death, flash-
backs transport him to the events that led to this moment. He 
recalls his family’s joy when Korea was liberated from Japanese 
imperial rule in 1945—and their despair as American and Soviet 
troops moved in and divided up the peninsula. His family ended 
up on the communist side. Myung-gi’s father smuggled in West-
ern books for him to read and committed other quiet acts of 
resistance before he was taken. His mother reminds him and 
his younger sister of his father’s wish should he be arrested: 
They must undertake the dangerous journey hundreds of miles 
south to Busan, South Korea, and await him there. The fam-
ily encounters numerous horrors along the way. Myung-gi’s 
PTSD—in which nothing feels real and all that is familiar is 
rendered strange—rings entirely true, as does his prolonged 
grief over losing his father. Nuanced details about the immedi-
ate aftermath of World War II in northern Korea, with fraying 
political alliances, growing tensions among formerly friendly 
neighbors, and welcome pockets of ordinary life, shed much-
needed light on this time in history.

A gripping story about family, war, mourning, and resil-
ience told with emotion and heart. (Historical fiction. 9-14)

“A gripping story about family, war, mourning, 
and resilience told with emotion and heart.”

in the tunnel
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SELECT
Matheson, Christie
Random House (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 9, 2023
9780593567234
9780593567241 PLB  

Twelve-year-old Alex is plainspoken, 
protective of 7-year-old sister Belle, and 
passionate about soccer. 

She began playing microsoccer at 
age 5 on the local rec center team where 

her coach, Jayda, a Black woman, encourages every player, and 
she has continued to approach the game with determination, 
learning to bend a corner kick into the net, and topping 1,300 
juggles. When Alex’s financially struggling single mother, who 
is dismissive of Jayda, is approached by Coach Austin, a smarmy 
assumed White man who instantly impresses her, she agrees to 
move Alex to the San Francisco Select Superior girls’ team. As a 
result Alex’s relationship with the game she has loved for years 
is threatened. Some of the changes will be familiar for readers 
who have played youth sports. The select team is well funded, 
and the privileged players don’t seem to have Alex’s challenges 
(she uses public transportation and must help care for Belle). 
The level of play is exhilarating even though Coach Austin 
proves to be disrespectful and dismissive of the girls he’s coach-
ing. Alex also notices that he treats women coaches and refs 
with contempt. Her strong sense of justice prevails over his bul-
lying in a believable confrontation and resolution. Matheson’s 
descriptions of game play are convincing and entertaining, and 
her voice for Alex is appealing, honest, and assured. Characters 
default to White, and while some racial diversity is introduced, 
its impact on the dynamics is unfortunately not clearly explored.

A tale of terrific girl power and athleticism. (Fiction. 9-13)

THE BLUE GLASS HEART
McDonough, Yona Zeldis
Illus. by Chiara Fedele
Kar-Ben (24 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781728445526  

A shard of glass connects a family 
through time and distance.

Sarah, a Jewish girl who lives in early 20th-century New York 
City, accidentally breaks her Bubbe’s glass bowl. She is lovingly 
forgiven and saves a heart-shaped piece of glass, which she takes 
with her to Coney Island the next day. Playing in the sand, Sarah 
loses the piece in the ocean; it travels the waves and currents to 
Florida and then Venezuela before washing ashore in Tel Aviv, 
Israel. Yael, playing on the beach, finds it and carries it with her 
to New York, her new home. It is an alien place to her except 
for Ruth, a girl who befriends her on the playground. Yael gifts 
Ruth the glass. When Ruth shows it to her mother, she hears a 
family story from generations ago about a broken bowl. Is this 
Sarah’s heart-shaped piece? McDonough has crafted a warm 

story of family love, intergenerational ties, and friendship. At 
the crux of it is that beautifully compelling found object. Color-
ful illustrations gently convey beach scenes and ocean expanses. 
Those looking for a tale of memories from generations past will 
find it here. Main characters are light-skinned.

A quiet and loving story that lingers. (Picture book. 4-7)

ESCAPE FROM 
GRIMSTONE MANOR
McMann, Matt
Putnam (192 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780593530696 
Series: Monsterious, 1 

Three friends discover real monsters 
lurking underneath an amusement park’s 
haunted house.

Cautious Mateo, brash, reckless Taylor, 
and levelheaded Zari, who’s often caught in the middle between 
the other two, are enjoying a night out at local amusement park 
ThrillVille. Before they leave, they plan to try one last ride, a 
haunted house built on the site of the original home of the town’s 
legendary necromancer, Hezekiah Crawly, who disappeared 100 
years ago. As luck would have it, on their way through the jump-
scare–packed Grimstone Manor, their car breaks down right as 
the park is closing, leaving the three 12-year-olds searching des-
perately for an escape. They find a secret passageway to the base-
ment of the haunted house and monsters that are definitely not 
the animatronic ones from the ride. The answer to the mystery of 
Hezekiah Crawly may also be closer than they imagine—if they 
can survive long enough to figure it out. Leaning more heavily on 
the monsters than the mystery, this series opener features a small 
cast of imperfect but relatable and well-developed characters. It 
also deftly explores themes such as courage and the challenges 
of being vulnerable with friends. There are no dull moments in 
this rapidly paced tale that’s loaded with action, including physi-
cal altercations with various monsters (though the end does come 
a bit too abruptly). Zari has dark brown skin, Mateo is brown-
skinned, and Taylor presents White. 

Frighteningly fun. (Fiction. 8-12)

FERGUS AND ZEKE 
FOR PRESIDENT
Messner, Kate
Illus. by Heather Ross
Candlewick (56 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 23, 2023
978-1-5362-1831-2 
Series: Fergus and Zeke 

Classroom pet mice Fergus and Zeke 
work on a Presidents Day project.

As Miss Maxwell’s students dis-
cuss good qualities for presidents to have and ways in which 
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eligibility requirements have evolved to allow women and 
people of color to run for office, Zeke dons a cotton ball wig as 
President “George Mousington.” At the library, as the students 
work on their projects, the mice struggle with their own divi-
sion of labor, with President Zeke considering his “supervis-
ing” equal to Fergus’ research. With the project presentations 
rapidly approaching—and the mice no closer to deciding upon 
their subject—Fergus thinks of what he wants in a president, 
prompting him to stand up to Zeke: “All mice are created equal.” 
The kids—and the use of historical and presidential facts—are 
a backdrop to the engaging storyline of Zeke’s comedically 
flawed (and likably relatable) self-centeredness, but the value-
driven thematic inspiration is an effective motivator for Fer-
gus’ assertiveness. The resulting combination of silliness and 
broad-strokes idealism creates a rounded story structure with-
out heavy tension. Finally, the human students show off their 
projects and discuss what they would do if they were president, 
briefly revealing concerns involving the environment, housing, 
gender equality, food insecurity—and eliminating homework. 
Miss Maxwell presents White, librarian Mr. Diaz is Latine, and 
the students are diverse.

A wholesome, solid story with fun characters. (Early reader. 
6-9)

JACKIE ORMES DRAWS 
THE FUTURE
The Remarkable Life of a 
Pioneering Cartoonist
Montague, Liz
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 16, 2023
978-0-593-42654-8
9780593426555 PLB  

One African American woman cartoonist pays respects to 
the inspirational creativity and persistence of another.

Ormes (1911-1985), born Zelda Jackson, realized as a child 
that “adventure didn’t have to be caught—it could be created.” 
She went on to become a journalist, was probably the first 
Black woman to have a nationally syndicated cartoon, and, as 
the creator of “Torchy Brown” and “Patty-Jo ’n’ Ginger,” was 
a perceptive commentator on both the Great Migration and 
the early civil rights movement. The author ends with Ormes’ 
invention of the latter comic’s spunky child character but goes 
on in a brief afterword to highlight her likewise venturesome 
design for an upscale, brown-hued Patty-Jo doll in the late 
1940s. Though there is but one reproduced example of Ormes’ 
cartoon work, the bright, cleanly drawn pop-art illustrations 
make clear her focus, confidence, and intelligence, casting her 
as an alert observer who fearlessly takes in whatever is going 
on around her (even placing her inside the ring while covering 
a prizefight for an early assignment). Visible faces in the art are 
all Black or brown. Traci N. Todd’s Holding Her Own (2023), illus-
trated by Shannon Wright and aimed at a slightly older audience, 
offers more biographical detail, but both of these profiles are 
silent about Ormes’ later life. Still, as a role model for creative 

achievement, she merits all the attention she can get. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Warm tribute to an unjustly obscure artist. (author’s note, 
selected sources, photographs) (Picture-book biography. 6-9)

THE BOOK OF TURTLES 
Montgomery, Sy
Illus. by Matt Patterson
Clarion/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780358458074  

A longtime ambassador for the ani-
mal kingdom introduces turtles from around the world.

Knowing just what will intrigue her readers, naturalist 
Montgomery starts off with a surprising statement: “Sometime 
around 240 million years ago…the shell invented the turtle.” She 
describes the ways shells define and protect turtles. She details 
turtles’ other physical characteristics and their unusual longev-
ity. She gives examples of “extreme turtles”—biggest, smallest, 
flattest, fattest, and so forth, and species with unusual traits 
and/or skills. Readers will learn that the Chinese softshell terra-
pin is one of several species that “tinkle through their mouths.” 
Some South American turtles communicate through vocaliza-
tions. She also introduces some celebrity turtles, including the 
late Pinta Island tortoise Lonesome George, likely the last of 
his kind. An appealing section on the habits of baby sea turtles 
leads nicely into a description of turtle population decline and 
why turtles are a crucial part of ecosystems...which in turn leads 
to suggestions of how readers can help. Accompanying the 
smoothly written narrative are images of more than 30 species, 
often with features of their usual habitat, mostly set against a 
white background. Wildlife artist Patterson’s unobtrusively 
labeled acrylic paintings are realistic and detailed. Who can 
resist the tortoises enjoying a neck rub or shell scratch (from 
light-skinned human hands)? Smartly pairing two experts in 
wildlife portrayal, this one is not to be missed.

Splendid. (resources, glossary, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 5-9)

FRANK AND BERT
Naylor-Ballesteros, Chris
Nosy Crow (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
9798887770000 
Series: Frank and Bert, 1 

Who is a better friend, Bert or Frank?
Bert, a huge, lumbering bear, and Frank the fox are BFFs 

who love to play hide-and-seek, but Bert is terrible at it. His 
idea of a killer hiding spot? The top of a tree with absolutely no 
foliage. Bert never wins, but he wants to—at least once—and 
argues that counting to 10 doesn’t give him enough time. Frank 
agrees to count to 100, and Bert races over hills and across a 
body of water and into a cave. Surely, Frank won’t find him now. 
But, unbeknownst to Bert, his scarf caught on a tree limb and 
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unraveled, leaving a clear trail of his journey that Frank follows. 
But just before Frank reaches out to yank Bert’s tail, Frank real-
izes how sad Bert will be if he is found. Instead, Frank shouts, 

“I GIVE UP!” and Bert is the happiest bear in the world. Back 
home, ever the friend, Frank reknits Bert’s scarf. This sweet 
friendship tale brims with both humor and heart. Illustrations, 
perfect for storytime, consist of large textured blocks of rich 
colors highlighted against a white background; Bert’s bright 
pink scarf and Frank’s blue hat pop beautifully. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.) 

An uplifting and eye-catching tale in which being a good 
friend trumps winning every time. (Picture book. 3-6)

FOUR EYES
Ogle, Rex
Illus. by Dave Valeza
Colors by Ash Szymanik
Graphix/Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9781338574975
9781338574968 paper 
Series: Four Eyes, 1 

The first in a new series, this graphic 
memoir follows popular author for 

young people Ogle’s transition to middle school, a time when 
things were anything but clear.

New sixth grader Rex is ready to take on his first day of mid-
dle school with his best friend, Drew, by his side. But when he 
can’t seem to open his locker, loses Drew to the popular crowd, 
and attracts negative attention for being short and on the free 
lunch program, middle school suddenly doesn’t seem so great. 
At home, Rex helps take care of his younger half brother while 
his working-class mom and stepdad struggle to make ends meet. 
His absentee father is emotionally distant and stingy, despite 
having more disposable income. Things really start to go south 
when Rex’s vision becomes blurry, and a trip to the optometrist 
(“¡Eye Caramba!”) confirms his worst nightmare—he needs 
glasses. Unfortunately for Rex, his Mexican American mom 
and White stepdad can only afford the ugliest, cheapest frames. 
Over the course of the school year, Rex begins to rebuild his 
confidence and identity with the help of his family and new-
found friends. Readers will deeply care for Rex’s journey toward 
self-acceptance, his familial relationships, and his navigation 
of a new school environment. The bright, clean art emphasizes 
the emotional highs and lows. Supporting characters are racially 
diverse, and Rex’s stepfather has a stutter.

A realistic, funny, and heartfelt framing of the hardships of 
middle school and fitting in. (Graphic memoir. 8-12)

BLACK
Øvreås, Håkon
Illus. by Øyvind Torseter
Trans. by Kari Dickson
Enchanted Lion Books (200 pp.) 
$16.95  |  March 28, 2023
9781592702756 
Series: My Alter Ego Is a Superhero, 2 

Øvreås follows up his Batchelder 
Award–winning Brown (2019), originally 
published in Norway, with a similarly 

poker-faced middle volume.
Hearing a standoffish new girl snippily claim that her mom 

is famous in America, Jack dons his homemade superhero cos-
tume and as “Black” makes a like bid for glory by pilfering the 
mayor’s prize chicken—with the intent of returning it publicly 
and basking in the acclaim. But when he goes back to the shed 
where he’d stashed the purloined pullet, all he finds are feathers. 
Time to enlist his friends Rusty (“Brown”) and Lou (“Blue”) for 
detective work and a rescue! The spare narrative leaves much 
to pick up between the lines, and for readers who don’t quickly 
twig to the fact that Jack’s not the brightest bulb in the chan-
delier, Torseter supplies hair-fine line drawings on nearly every 
page of a round-headed lad skulking about looking generally 
befuddled or guilty. In the end Jack does bring the hen back to 
her owner but, unsurprisingly, gets neither credit nor a picture 
in the local press. No matter: A store owner’s comment that 
fame is less important than money leads to an instant readjust-
ment of priorities. In the unfilled line drawings, the cast pres-
ents as White; Jack’s indulgent mother uses a wheelchair. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

More proof that Wimpy Kid–style hijinks are just as droll 
in translation. (Fiction. 9-11)

DOMINO’S TREE HOUSE
Patitucci, Dawn
Illus. by Francisco Fonseca
WorthyKids/Ideals (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 23, 2023
9781546002994  

A boy’s lofty plans lift him higher 
than he ever thought possible.

Domino, a youngster with light skin 
and a shock of brown hair, lies in the grass. He sees the tree 
and its leaves, but he wants more. So he builds a treehouse but 
still feels unsatisfied. So he builds a “cozy tree cottage” (con-
nected to the treehouse via a staircase). It’s still not enough. 
So Domino builds even more additions: a “magnificent tree 
mansion,” a “majestic tree castle,” and at the very top, a “tree 
skyscraper.” The skyscraper happens to have a garden rooftop 
with a tree. Which, of course, needs a treehouse. Thus starts 
a madcap construction pattern that Domino repeats, lifting 
him higher and higher into the atmosphere. Will this teeter-
ing, gravity-defying tower ever be enough? After reaching the 

“More proof that Wimpy Kid–style hijinks 
are just as droll in translation.”

black
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cold, lonely moon, Domino returns home with an enlightened 
consciousness, grateful for the grass and tree that started it 
all. Though this tale takes on a complex theme—the fine line 
between ambition and greed—the warm jewel tones and out-
landishness of the premise (building houses upon houses) make 
it appealing and understandable to a young audience. It’s also 
likely to have kids discussing the protagonist’s choices and what 
it means to appreciate what we have. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A strong conversation starter that will stay with children 
long after the book is closed. (Picture book. 4-8)

HELLO, MISTER BLUE 
Peoples, Daria
Greenwillow Books (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 30, 2023
9780063206755  

A story to help us see those whom we 
often don’t.

When a Black girl visits her papa, they walk to a restaurant, 
enjoy eating breakfast together, then stroll outside and play 
their violins under blossoming trees. The pair spend lots of time 
outdoors, and so does Mr. Blue, who “lives outside,” sometimes 
drumming on upside-down orange buckets, sometimes playing 
a harmonica, but always spreading audible art throughout the 
neighborhood. While walking home, the little girl pelts Papa 
with questions about Mr. Blue: “Is he safe?” Scared? Lonely? 
Cold? Wet? Hungry? Papa and Mr. Blue go “all the way back”—
they shared good times and bad and served in a war together, 
but the child’s questions shift Papa’s thinking about his 
unhoused friend. In a driving rainstorm, the girl insists on find-
ing Mr. Blue to invite him inside. Joy abounds in the jam session 
that unfolds. Peoples’ profoundly moving and highly textured 
oil paintings encourage readers to slow down and absorb the 
details: hairstyles, facial expressions, the changing moods of the 
scenes. The full-color pages of the contemporary story contrast 
sharply with the historical black-and-white flashbacks to when 
Papa and Mr. Blue were younger, but through it all, it’s clear that 
music has brought light into Mr. Blue’s difficult existence. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A visually stunning narrative that poses hard questions 
with no easy answers and highlights hope despite hardship. 
(author’s note) (Picture book. 4-9)

A SNOW DAY FOR PLUM!
Phelan, Matt
Greenwillow Books (128 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-0-06-307920-5  

Has Plum’s pep deserted him?
Several animals from the Athens-

ville Zoo are on their way to visit an 
elementary school. Overconfident Itch 
the ningbing (an Australian marsupial), 
unaware that zookeeper Lizzie will be 

doing all the talking, looks forward to “lecturing eager young 
minds.” Plum, the usually chipper peacock, on the other hand, 
is anxious—maybe the schoolchildren won’t like him or he’ll get 
lost. So when they arrive at the school to find the students have 
been sent home due to a blizzard, Plum is relieved. The animals 
are left in a school gym for the night until three self-important 
class mice free them. Itch heads for the library to meet the 
learned turtle, but Plum reluctantly explores with his friends. 
When his anxiety peaks, they reassure him, and when the mice 
reject Meg, another peacock, as “borrrring” and uncool, they 
buoy her as well before everyone comes together to save Itch, 
who finds himself outside and stranded in a snowdrift. Unlike 
Leave It to Plum (2022), this is not a mystery, and the relationship 
focus shifts from Lizzie to the rodents, but the pace is brisk, 
and sequel seekers will be pleased to revisit familiar charac-
ters (if dismayed that Itch’s longing for knowledge leads to his 
downfall). In Phelan’s engaging grayscale pen-and-wash illustra-
tions, Lizzie has short curly hair; text and art cue her as Latine.

Lively fun with animal friends. (how to draw Plum) (Chap-
ter book. 7-10)

EGYPTIAN LULLABY
Pliska, Zeena M.
Illus. by Hatem Aly
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781250222497  

A melodious lullaby reminds an 
Egyptian child of the sensory delights of 

the city they left behind.
When Ametti Fatma comes to visit from Egypt, her com-

forting presence and gift of sweet sahlab, as well as the family’s 
increased use of Arabic, make the young narrator miss Cairo, 
her old home. Though the girl and her family have not yet gone 
back, Ametti Fatma assures the little one that those who have 
drank from the Nile will always return. And each night, Ametti 
Fatma sings a soothing, “House That Jack Built”–style lullaby 
(“This is the Nile, / which flows through the city.” “This is the boat 
that glides on the Nile, / which flows through the city…”). In the 
child’s dreams, she and her aunt are transported back to Egypt, 
where they take in the many sights and sounds of the Cairene 
landmarks and streets, filled with Egyptians diverse in age, skin 
tone, size, and ability. Though Ametti Fatma’s visit eventually 

“A visually stunning narrative that poses hard questions with 
no easy answers and highlights hope despite hardship.”

hello, mister blue
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comes to an end, the child knows that her auntie’s song and 
her memories of her former home will always be with her. Aly’s 
busy mixed-media illustrations creatively incorporate photos 
of buildings, food, animals, and more, while Pliska’s text makes 
effective use of onomatopoeia. Together, they bring to life a 
crowded, cacophonous, yet vibrant, alive, and beautiful city. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lovely ode to geographic, cultural, and familial ties. 
(author’s and illustrator’s notes, glossary) (Picture book. 4-8)

SO YOU WANT TO BE A FROG
Porter, Jane
Illus. by Neil Clark
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781536225136  

Fabio Frog gives readers the scoop 
on how they can be fabulous frogs…and 

a clever dose of frog facts to boot.
Fabio addresses readers directly, and though the initial 

checklist for joining the Frog Club is daunting (“hop twenty 
times your body length,” “thrive on flies”), Fabio breaks down 
the 10 rules of being a frog and encourages readers to attempt 
many, giving them kudos for the skills that humans will have 
an easier time handling (croaking and wriggling). After a look 
at Fabio’s early years (the frog life cycle), the narrator asks kids 
to stick out their tongues. Though the frog is dismayed at just 
how short their tongues are (“If you were a frog, your tongue 
could reach your belly button!”), they quickly move on to frogs’ 
coloring and habitats around the world, along the way introduc-
ing several species of frogs and the adaptations that make them 
unique. Croaking, frog paleontology, keeping cool, and eating 
habits are also covered along with some random facts that are 
sure to amaze and astound any audience. Clark matches Fabio’s 
tongue-in-cheek tone with digitally created cartoon frogs 
mixed in with more realistic-looking species when they are spe-
cifically mentioned in the text. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Audience participation required. (Informational picture book. 
3-9)

HIDING
A Story About Finding Quiet 
in a Busy World
Pugsley, Kate
Viking (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780593206812  

A child often feels the need to hide.
The protagonist, who has black hair and tan skin, knows 

how to hide in all situations—indoors or out, daytime or night-
time, alone or with friends (for a surprise party). On Hallow-
een, the child dons a witch costume and conceals themself in 
plain sight. When summer fireworks are too noisy, the child 

hides inside, peeking out through a window. When a new visi-
tor arrives and the child feels shy, they blend in with the wall-
paper. In the “too quiet” library, the child holds a book over 
their face, hiding from fellow readers. But there are also times 
when it’s fun to hide—like in the laundry basket or in a pile of 
leaves. And, in a giggle-inducing finale, we learn that the best 
thing about hiding is being found! The young narrator speaks 
in simple, accessible sentences, briefly setting the scenes and 
expressing the joys of hiding. Though the text is spare, Pugsley 
depicts a protagonist who contains multitudes—this child is by 
turns timid, playful, uncertain, and meditative. Blocky, unlined 
gouache and colored pencil illustrations bring to life the narra-
tor’s hiding techniques in delightful detail. Young readers will 
have a wonderful time finding the little one on each spread. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Presents a gentle message with tenderness and humor. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

SALMA MAKES A HOME
Ramadan, Danny
Illus. by Anna Bron
Annick Press (120 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  May 9, 2023
9781773217611
9781773217628 paper 
Series: Adventures of Salma, 1 

In this chapter-book spinoff series 
from Salma the Syrian Chef (2020), a 

young immigrant’s reunion with her father brings up unexpect-
edly complex feelings.

After nearly two years of waiting, Salma’s father has finally 
gotten his paperwork taken care of and can leave Syria for Van-
couver, Canada, to be with Salma and her mother. When she 
shares her news with her classmates, Salma is surprised at the 
difficulty she has remembering her beloved home in Damascus, 
and her excitement is tinged with sadness and anxiety. When 
Baba arrives, she worries that his struggles learning English, dis-
like of the cold weather, and insistence on watching Syrian tele-
vision shows are signs that he will abandon the family to return 
to Syria—a place Salma barely remembers. Eventually, Salma 
realizes that “it’s okay to have two homes” and that her father’s 
love will always be stronger than his pull toward Syria. With 
expressive grayscale illustrations, this is an honest, nuanced look 
at the complicated emotions stirred up by migration. Salma’s 
feelings about her father’s return are highly relatable, shedding 
light on an experience not always depicted in children’s litera-
ture. Although the text can feel repetitive—Salma’s eyes “burn” 
with emotion enough times that it becomes trite—ultimately, 
it’s a lyrical, layered, and deftly told story.

A forthright, tender perspective on childhood immigra-
tion. (craft instructions) (Chapter book. 6-9)
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THE DRAMA WITH 
DOOMSDAYS
Reintgen, Scott
Aladdin (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781665903608 
Series: Celia Cleary, 2 

Celia, a middle school seer, has to 
save a classmate who has too much good 
luck.

Who wouldn’t want bountiful luck? 
But is it really the blessing it seems? While giving readers that 
conundrum to ponder, Reintgen sends his eighth grade clair-
voyant, already in a whirl of sharply felt grief and fumbling 
new romance in the wake of events in The Problem With Prophe-
cies (2022), a new flurry of ominous visions centered around a 
suddenly astounding, magnetic, dazzling basketball phenom 
named Patrick. He’s been eating lucky cookies, it turns out—so 
many that the spell has become strong enough to siphon good 
luck from those around him…and if left unchecked, it will not 
only leave a growing circle of people luckless for the rest of 
their lives, but victimize Patrick too, since he’ll never know for 
sure whether anything he gets or does is due to his own capa-
bilities. How, though, to break a spell that can by its very nature 
make any effort to counter it go wrong? Fortunately, Celia has 
the example of her wise, much-missed Grammy to draw on as 
well as loyal allies, both among her racially diverse, nonmagical 
schoolmates and the variously gifted members (all women, the 
men being still conspicuously absent) of the White Cleary clan, 
to help her get to and through a wildly revved up climax.

A knotty, high-stakes premise leading to an ingenious solu-
tion, with snogging and spellcasting on the way. (Fantasy. 10-13)

UNSEEN JUNGLE
The Microbes That Secretly 
Control Our World
Rice, Eleanor Spicer
Illus. by Rob Wilson
MIT Kids Press/Candlewick (176 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-5362-2646-1 
Series: Your Hidden Life 

Introducing the weird and wonderful 
world of microbes.

Microbes (“any living creature that’s too small to see”) are 
things most people might prefer not to think about, despite 
their abundance. Some of them do terrible things, like make 
people sick, turn insects into zombified husks, or produce 
methane gas that contributes to global warming. But others 
help with digestion, decomposition, vector-borne disease con-
trol, and many other things that support life on this planet as 
we know it. Ably assisted by Wilson’s bright, expressive spot 
illustrations, entomologist Rice breaks down a whole host of 
microbes and their M.O.s. She presents the behind-the-scenes 

microbial influence over familiar creatures and environments 
(mind-controlling fungi in humble houseflies, for example) in 
all its sometimes gory glory, with enough detail to satisfy young 
readers’ curiosity as well as their delight in all things icky but 
not so much as to become overwhelming. Interviews with a 
public health veterinarian, a regulatory food microbiologist, an 
entomologist, and other scientists (depicted as racially diverse 
in the illustrations) round out the text. The peppy tone might 
come off as trying too hard to some, and the occasional tan-
gents are a bit distracting, but the author’s palpable excitement 
for the topic makes an already-fascinating subject even more 
engaging.

An entertaining and informative exploration of a hidden 
world. (recommended reading and websites, drawing tutorial, 
bibliography) (Nonfiction. 7-10)

EVOLUTION UNDER PRESSURE
How We Change Nature and 
How Nature Changes Us
Ridge, Yolanda
Illus. by Dane Thibeault
Annick Press (124 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  May 30, 2023
9781773217512
9781773217529 paper  

How do humans impact the evolu-
tion of other species?

Summing up the complexity of evolution (spoiler: It doesn’t 
work in a straight line) in just 124 pages is quite a challenge. Tak-
ing on this vast, complicated topic, Ridge looks at how humans 
have co-existed with nature through history, altering its course 
in myriad ways, such as through hunting and farming. She writes, 

“We’re the only ones who have altered our natural environment—
on purpose—so it’s better suited to us, rather than adapting to 
make us better suited to it.” Rhinos are poached for their horns, 
so now hornless rhinos have a better shot at survival and are 
likely to become more common. And because of urbanization, 
crested anole lizards, which have tiny hairs on their toe pads to 
help them climb, have evolved even more hairs to allow them 
to scale smooth, metallic surfaces. The book offers a wealth of 
information and a lot of nuance, though at times it sacrifices 
visual appeal. Interspersed throughout are “Did You Know?” 
and “Making a Difference” sidebars focused on, respectively, 
fun facts and relevant student projects and sustainability orga-
nizations. For the most part, however, the story is relayed in 
bulleted lists accompanied by muted illustrations of flora and 
fauna. The amount of material at times feels unfocused even as 
the book tries to offer solutions to counter humanity’s negative 
impacts on the environment.

Stuffed, perhaps overstuffed, with examples of evolution-
ary changes caused by people. (resources, websites, organiza-
tions that are making a difference, index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)
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GIANT-SIZED BUTTERFLIES 
ON MY FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL
Roberts, Justin
Illus. by Paola Escobar
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 30, 2023
9780525516439  

First days are always hard.
Despite Mom’s reassurance that the 

first day of school will be fine, a child has “giant-sized butterflies.” 
“How am I to know how it will go on my first day?” the young 
narrator asks. As Mom drives the child to school, the child asks 
if Mom can stay with them. Mom explains that everyone wor-
ries about new beginnings—even grown-ups. The child’s par-
ents “had giant-sized butterflies” when they welcomed the child 
into their lives. But those butterflies aren’t a bad thing, Mom 
notes. They’re here to be our guides and to help us learn and 
grow. Now feeling much braver and more confident, the child 
strides toward the school and heads inside. Escobar’s realistic 
digital illustrations depict swirls of butterflies, rendered in a 
crayonlike scrawl, following the child to the breakfast table and 
to the car. As the narrative continues, they become bigger and 
bolder until at last we see the child with a huge pair of butterfly 
wings. Each page is filled with rich colors and details, and we 
see that the other students are trailed by their own butterflies—
welcome reassurance that everyone grapples with nervousness. 
The child and their parents are brown-skinned; their commu-
nity is a diverse one. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will help children conquer their jitters while preparing to 
go back to school—or anytime. (Picture book. 3-7)

DISGUSTINGLY DELICIOUS
The Surprising, Weird and 
Wonderful Food of the World
Romero Mariño, Soledad
Illus. by Montse Galbany
Orange Mosquito (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  March 14, 2023
9781914519703  

A look at intriguing foods around the 
world.

Guided by Anna, a dark-haired, light-skinned foodie, read-
ers are whisked around the globe to nearly every continent. Per-
haps they’d like to try the Incan frog shake from South America 
or the North American delicacies escamoles and Rocky Moun-
tain oysters—better known as ant larvae and fried testicles. 
Maybe something fermented is more their speed, in which case 
they’ll need to hoof it to Greenland for kiviak, fermented birds 
prepared inside a hollowed-out seal skin, or to Iceland for hákari, 
a pungent dish of cured shark. The book may put off animal lov-
ers—indeed, the description of the force-feeding that results in 
duck liver pâté and the section on sannakji, wriggling octopus 
eaten live, aren’t for the squeamish. But many readers will find 
the entries fascinating, especially as Romero Mariño explores 

the cultural relevance of many dishes, from the low cost of 
the abundant Thames-dwelling eels, consumed by the English 
working class during the Industrial Revolution, to the ceremo-
nial aspect of the Maasai tribal blood and milk shake. Though 
the author urges readers to be open-minded when it comes to 
new foods, the use of words like disgusting and weird might dis-
courage that. Still, she makes clear throughout that attitudes 
toward different cuisines are inherently subjective. Cartoonish 
illustrations look refreshingly bright, in bold colors.

Tastefully learn about other cultures? Yes please! (Nonfic-
tion. 7-10)

OCCULTED
Rose, Amy & Ryan Estrada
Illus. by Jeongmin Lee
Iron Circus Comics (176 pp.) 
$15.00  |  May 2, 2023
9781638991090  

A graphic memoir that documents 
Rose’s experience growing up in a cult.

Rose spent most of her childhood 
with her mother in the Temple, in San 

Diego, located down the road from the compound of Heaven’s 
Gate, whose members took part in a mass suicide in 1997. Selec-
tively mute, young Amy is under the control of the manipulative, 
abusive Leader. Chain-smoking and wearing a perpetual scowl, 
the Leader dislikes children, using them only when they are con-
sidered beneficial. Separated from her father and siblings, Amy 
sees little of her ailing mother, spending her days doing chores 
and caring for the children of potential members who arrive for 
free yoga classes. Cut off from most outside influences, Amy 
loves books and is delighted when she finds the Leader’s secret 
library. When the Leader deems her too much trouble and gives 
her away to a kind, childless couple who attend yoga classes but 
don’t live at the Temple, Amy experiences the outside world—
and the public library—for the first time. Finally, as an adult, 
she makes sense of her past with the benefit of hindsight. Her 
journey is harrowing, filled with moments of acute misery jux-
taposed against flashes of unabashed joy. Lee’s black-and-white 
manga-styled art is dazzling, with keenly detailed facial expres-
sions, adding evocative depth to the story. Because the story is 
told mainly through a child’s perspective, some details (what ill-
ness Amy’s mother had, why her father never came for her) are 
omitted. All characters present White.

Insightful and riveting. (Graphic memoir. 10-14)

“Insightful and riveting.”
occulted
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LOL 101
A Kid’s Guide to 
Writing Jokes
Roth, David & Rinee Shah
Illus. by Rinee Shah
Chronicle Books (148 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-79721-392-7  

Everything you ever wanted to know 
about writing jokes.

With a blithesome barrage of puns, this book wastes no 
time in getting to a successful joke’s secret ingredient: surprise. 
After both showing and telling why the unexpected twist is 
what makes a joke funny, Roth and Shah give their audience 
assignments in amusement; a wordplay exercise involves list-
ing similar-sounding words, coming up with a punchline, and 
reverse-engineering the joke from the punchline. Next, the 
authors explain the “rule of three” (where humor derives from 
an unexpected final item in a list of items); the accompanying 
exercise uses a fill-in-the-blank formula. The section on exag-
geration follows the same accessible formula, though some may 
not appreciate the prompt (“My grandma is so old…”). A sec-
tion on advanced wordplay, which walks kids through idioms, 
is the strongest how-to, as it demonstrates that not all uses of 
the formulas are equally successful and why. After a brief discus-
sion about effective joke-telling, readers land in “The Serious 
Section,” which troubleshoots jokes gone wrong, from delivery 
that falls flat to an audience that doesn’t laugh, followed by not-
quite-sufficient caution to make friends laugh instead of upset-
ting them. Final sections cover visual humor, offer a recap, and 
suggest jobs that involve comedy. Art features anthropomor-
phized creatures; occasional humans are mostly bright pink.

An efficient, punchy pun-generation primer. (Humor/nonfic-
tion. 6-11)

FISH AND WORM
Ruzzier, Sergio
HarperAlley (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 23, 2023
9780063290358 
Series: I Can Read! Comics 

An unappetizing lunch becomes 
an appetizing friend in this tale of an 
uncommon friendship between a fish 
and his intended meal.

Visual literacy and easy reading come 
together once more thanks to the magic of comics and sequen-
tial art. Little Fish doesn’t want to eat a slimy invertebrate for 
lunch when there’s cake to be had, but his mom is insistent. 

“First you eat your worm.” Disgruntled but willing, Fish is just 
about to take a bite when Worm pleads for her life. After a quick 
explanation that Worm is not tasty and will only give Fish a bel-
lyache, the two play a game of tag before making their bodies 
into shapes. When Mom gets an inkling that Fish is playing 

with his food, she once more instructs him to eat Worm. But 
Fish stands firm, and, upon seeing that the two are friends, she 
relents, offering cake for all. After all, “it tastes better than a 
worm.” Other than the rare three-syllable word like suddenly, 
the bulk of the text is kept relatively simple for new readers. In 
Ruzzier’s customary watercolors, Worm doesn’t look yummy in 
the least (but she is rather adorable). Parents may balk at a book 
that encourages kids to talk their ways out of meals they don’t 
want to eat, but unless your broccoli engages you in conversa-
tion, the comparison is moot.

Reading comes easy when comics and sea critters come in 
fun packages. (Graphic early reader. 3-6)

THE MUSEUM OF LOST 
AND FOUND
Sales, Leila
Illus. by Jacqueline Li
Amulet/Abrams (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781419754517  

For Vanessa, the loneliness of an 
ended friendship becomes creative inspi-
ration in an abandoned museum.

Vanessa Lepp doesn’t understand 
why Bailey Dominguez doesn’t want to be best friends any-
more. They are both still sixth graders at Edgewood Falls 
Middle School, and they are still in the same homeroom. But 
Bailey, who is Mexican American, is not in Vanessa’s life anymore. 
When Vanessa, who is Jewish, finds an old, mostly boarded up 
museum, she creates an exhibit of meaningful items connected 
to Bailey, hoping to win back her friend. The space becomes a 
place to put her pain. Eventually, others bring their stories of 
sadness and of hope to this secret space, including Sterling, her 
older brother, and Eli, the class clown from Hebrew school. A 
mysterious painting has also been left in the museum, raising 
questions about things we leave behind and how people change 
as they grow. What will happen to all of these treasures when 
the building gets torn down? There are many complex themes 
in this story: the loss of friendship, a military dad stationed in 
Germany, and Vanessa’s anxiety that manifests as body-focused 
repetitive behaviors. Sales gently uses the museum’s exhibits to 
explore self-awareness, help her characters process past behav-
iors, and reveal consequences that are not initially understood. 
The inner thoughtfulness is balanced with an action-packed 
ending that satisfies. 

Creatively explores the complexity of middle school 
friendships. (Fiction. 8-12)

“Reading comes easy when comics and 
sea critters come in fun packages.”

fish and worm
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BEFORE, NOW
Salmieri, Daniel
Rocky Pond Books/Penguin (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 6, 2023
9780593461976  

A series of moments, mundane and 
meaningful, capture the wonder of a life 
well lived.

Each spread in the book offers a set of opposites. A baby 
is “a small person in a big chair” awaiting “squishy oatmeal in 
a hard bowl.” Three pages later, that baby is a child who greets 
their returning parents, feeling “a cold jacket on a warm face.” 
Soon the little one becomes a student, a parent, and, finally, a 
grandparent. Salmieri’s colored-pencil drawings reveal the con-
stants that follow the protagonist as they age; plants, bluebirds, 
and a black dog all reappear throughout. Deeper connections 
are implied, too. A microscope gifted in childhood foreshadows 
a career in science, and the protagonist’s future partner can be 
spotted in the background of the lab in which they work. This 
play between text and illustration will engage young readers, 
while the journey through familiar beats of life is sure to tug 
at caretakers’ heartstrings. The protagonist has the same black 
hair and tan skin as one of their parents; their other parent has 
brown hair and skin a shade lighter. The protagonist’s partner is 
lighter-skinned, and their grandchild is brown-skinned. Back-
ground characters are racially diverse but differ little in body 
type. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This meditation on the patterns of life shines with remind-
ers of what we carry with us as we grow. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE PERFECT SUSHI
Satoko Seo, Emily
Illus. by Mique Moriuchi
Barefoot Books (24 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781646868377  

A young Japanese girl learns an 
important lesson while making sushi.

Miko, who has perfectionist tenden-
cies, decides to hand-make sushi for her 

grandmother’s birthday. As she forms a ball out of rice and adds 
the fish, Miko realizes that her sushi doesn’t look right. She 
asks her grandfather for help, to which he replies, “Kokoro” 
(defined in the glossary as heart). Together they go through 
the steps, with Miko copying her grandfather. But her move-
ments don’t look or even sound the same as her grandfather’s, 
and her sushi still comes out lopsided. Miko leaves and finds 
a shop, where she buys perfect sushi made by a robot. At the 
birthday party, Miko’s grandmother tastes the guests’ various 
homemade dishes, touching her heart each time—except when 
she tries the robot-made sushi, and Miko realizes a dish doesn’t 
need to look perfect; it needs to have kokoro, and she runs 
to get her homemade, imperfect sushi. This delightful story 
imparts a much-needed message: It truly is the thought that 

counts. Miko’s actions and emotions, especially her frustration, 
will strike a chord with little ones struggling to do new things. 
The story deftly incorporates elements of Japanese culture, 
such as language. The collage and acrylic artwork is colorful and 
vibrant, engaging readers and giving more context and cultural 
references. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet story that reminds readers to always put their 
hearts into whatever they do. (sushi recipe, author’s and illus-
trator’s notes) (Picture book. 4-9)

THE WORLD’S BEST 
CLASS PLANT 
Scanlon, Liz Garton & 
Audrey Vernick
Illus. by Lynnor Bontigao
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 30, 2023
9780525516354  

A plant implants itself upon students.
Color Arlo and his Room 109 classmates bored. Unlike the 

pets in neighboring classrooms, their plant mascot does nothing. 
It barely grows. The plant seems so insignificant that the kids 
sometimes forget to water it. Their teacher Mr. Boring (“not his 
real name”; in a riotous turn, he’s assigned various aliases over 
the course of the story) claims the plant is “more than enough 
excitement for us.” Oddly, when the plant is named Jerry, he 
does become exciting, and the kids solicitously tend to him. 
Even stranger: Jerry gets greener and longer, eventually requires 
repotting, and acquires an identity. Jerry’s a spider plant, mean-
ing he produces “little baby Jerrys,” aka spiderettes. Soon Room 
109, with “Mr. Patient’s” approval, plans a “Jerry Appreciation 
Day” with costumes, snacks, and activities. This news goes viral, 
other students ask to trade their class pets for Jerry, and the 
whole school attends. Laden with humorous charm, this wise, 
beautifully written story delivers some plant knowledge, fos-
ters empathy for a living thing, and promotes cooperation. The 
colorful, clean-lined digital illustrations burst with energy. Arlo 
and his teacher are brown-skinned; the students are diverse. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

This book will genuinely grow on readers. Don’t be sur-
prised when kids clamor for a plant of their own. (so you’re 
ready to raise a plant of your own...) (Picture book. 5-8)

THE GLOW SHOW
A Picture Book About 
Knowing When To Share 
the Spotlight
Schaefer, Susi
Sourcebooks eXplore (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781728261348  

A proud bioluminescent squid learns that friends are better 
than fans.
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The faster Glow twirls, the brighter he shines—but rather 
than teach his deep-sea spectators how to do the same (and 
learn from them how to navigate), he spins up to the shallows in 
search of ever more adoring fans to feed his ego. Unfortunately, 
in brighter waters, no matter how hard he gyrates, his light is 
too pale to draw much notice…and, worse yet, when he blindly 
flees back to darker waters, he ends up in a strange place, lost 
and alone. So it is that when his old crowd of finny or tentacled 
neighbors shows up to guide him to homier waters, he gladly 
starts a “Twirl Academy.” And when everyone is up to speed, 
they produce so much light together that a new and wondrous 
world of underwater flora and fauna is revealed. Schaefer illus-
trates this pointed, preachy episode with smiling, googly-eyed 
sea life (Glow also gets a natty bow tie) in varied hues and closes 
with a set of “INKredible Squid Facts” plus notes on biolu-
minescence and other relevant topics. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A dance-y, science-y addition to the moralistic Rainbow 
Fish school. (Picture book. 5-7)

THE LABORS OF 
HERCULES BEAL 
Schmidt, Gary D.
Clarion/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 23, 2023
9780358659631  

An ancient hero’s feats and foibles 
echo through a modern middle school-
er’s life…as they do, for those who can 
see.

Actually, 12-year-old Hercules can see 
better than most as he walks each morning through his Cape 
Cod neighborhood to a dune to watch the glorious sunrise and 
bid hello to his parents—killed a year and a half before in a traf-
fic collision. What he doesn’t see, at least at the outset, is how 
he’s going to manage a school assignment that requires him to 
find personal parallels to each of the labors of (as he puts it) 

“Hercules the Myth.” Schmidt assembles a strong, perceptive 
supporting cast, including a girlfriend; older brother Achilles’ 
fiancee, probably, no, definitely a vampire; a “wicked cool dog”; 
and a legion of teachers led by the hard-nosed ex-Marine who 
dishes out that seemingly impossible assignment. The book 
covers an eventful year marked by the endless chores required 
to keep the family’s garden nursery going and an equally relent-
less tide of emergencies, rescues, and terrifying encounters 
with feral cats and coyotes. Hercules’ eye-rolling “Oh boy oh 
boy” becomes as much a running punchline as a caustic com-
ment. It’s all punctuated by moments of laugh-out-loud hilarity, 
emotionally enriched by quiet, incisive bonding, and chock-full 
of insights about how old stories continue to speak to human 
nature and character, showing that Schmidt remains at the top 
of his game. Main characters read White.

At once an epic journey toward self-discovery and a won-
derfully entertaining yarn. (Fiction. 9-13)

GRIMWOOD
Shireen, Nadia
Andrews McMeel Publishing (240 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  May 30, 2023
9781524882259 
Series: Grimwood, 1 

Two fox siblings, refugees from the 
Big City, find a friendlier (if occasionally 
dangerous) new home.

“No real animals were harmed in the 
making of this book,” Shireen writes, and though that’s true in 
the literal sense, there’s plenty of damage to fictive ones. With 
their parents long gone (but maybe someday coming back?) 
sweet little Ted and his grumpy, protective big sister, Nancy, are 
eking out existence as dumpster divers—until Ted mistakes the 
tail of vicious kitty Princess Buttons for a hot dog and bites 
it off. Thinking it might be wise to lie low for a bit, the two 
scarper off to the happy forest community of Grimwood, where 
helmet-wearing squirrels compete in wild games of “treebonk,” 
antlered mayor Titus Wildhorns has friendly greetings and a gift 
basket for them, and Ted is soon enlisted by the local commu-
nity theater to replace a rat who has just had his head bitten off 
by Pamela the eagle (“A bird has to eat”). Along with genuine 

“spot art” made up of fingerprints, coffee stains, and spatters of 
ink, the author decorates this sylvan idyll with charming and 
hilarious loosely drawn vignettes and occasional commentary 
by a pillbug named Eric sporting a straw boater. Princess But-
tons does eventually show up, bent on vengeance, setting the 
stage for a dramatic climax. The action, humor, and ample illus-
trations give this much reader appeal.

A lighthearted series opener. (Animal fantasy. 8-12)

THE FOREST KEEPER
The True Story of Jadav 
Payeng
Singh, Rina
Illus. by Ishita Jain
NorthSouth (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-7358-4505-3  

On the banks of a river in northeast-
ern India, a boy planted a forest.

In 1979, the Brahmaputra River flooded the island of Majuli. 
Jadav Payeng, a tribal boy, saw many water snakes wash up on the 
shore; with no trees for shelter, they died. Jadav asked his com-
munity for help planting trees. In response, they handed him a 
bag of seedlings and told him to do the work himself. After years 
of hard work, he turned a scattering of bamboo seedlings into a 
thriving forest that supported myriad tree species and became 
home to a variety of animals and birds. While tigers, rhinos, 
rabbits, and foxes enjoyed the fruits of his labor, humans were 
less enthusiastic, especially when a herd of elephants migrating 
through the newly planted jungle destroyed a village. Eventually, 
Jadav found a way to balance the needs of the humans, the wild 
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creatures, and the river, which is now kept safe from flooding 
by a sturdy wall of trees. Jadav’s courage, strength, and dedica-
tion make him a fascinating protagonist, and the lush, painterly 
illustrations are lovely. However, the writing often feels lacklus-
ter, and the lack of additional context renders the narrative less 
exciting than it might otherwise have been—it’s not until the 
backmatter, for instance, that we learn that Jadav’s work went 
unnoticed by most others until 2009, when a photographer 
happened upon the forest. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An underwhelming account of a compelling conservation-
ist. (Informational picture book. 5-8)

FARAH LOVES MANGOS
Sinha, Sarthak
Flying Eye Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781838741365  

A young South Asian girl learns to 
appreciate every aspect of her family’s 
mango tree.

Farah loves mangos so much that she 
dreams about living in one. Her grandfather has a mango tree 
in his yard, and she collects them with him and with their dog, 
Mali. Much to Farah’s dismay, one year, the tree does not fruit. 
When Farah asks Grandpa why there are no mangos, he is too 
busy to answer. Farah tries to help by giving the tree milk, water, 
and manure. When nothing works, Farah announces that with-
out fruit, the tree is useless. Then she realizes that Grandpa 
was so busy because he was building her a swing. When Farah 
swings up into the tree’s canopy, she finds a world of wonder 
beyond her imagination and discovers that trees are more 
than just their fruit. Full of movement, emotion, humor, and 
details, the cartoonish illustrations depict the monkeys, birds, 
and other creatures that make their homes in the tree and push 
the story beyond the words. The plot is a bit disjointed, how-
ever. Farah never learns why the tree hasn’t flowered, and read-
ers may wonder why Farah now seems entirely uninterested in 
mangos. Still, the book’s playful tone makes it a pleasure to read. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Warm encouragement to value the natural world for more 
than its tangible offerings. (Picture book. 3-6)

PRINCESS PRIVATE EYE
Skye, Evelyn
Disney-Hyperion (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-368-07802-3  

A scrappy girl sleuth finds out she’s roy-
alty in this modern fairy tale that’s equal 
parts Annie and The Princess Diaries.

Twelve-year-old Genevieve Sun’s life 
changes completely when she discov-
ers she’s the long-lost princess of a tiny 

island nation in Western Europe. Raldonia turns out to be just as 
ethnically diverse as Gen’s beloved New York City, but the gap 
between her upbringing in the foster care system and her new 
life as a princess couldn’t be more different. Even more chal-
lenging than frivolous dresses and countless rules of etiquette is 
the curse that is somehow connected to Gen’s deceased parents’ 
escape to the U.S. Will Gen’s list of Good Detective Traits be 
enough for her to solve the mystery, save Raldonia, and prove 
once and for all that she’s got what it takes to be a princess? 
Led by a plucky multiethnic protagonist and full of whimsical 
details, this middle-grade debut by an acclaimed YA author 
is a delightful diversion with modern sensibilities. Plenty of 
red herrings, a dash of suspense, and a dastardly villain foiled 
at the eleventh hour culminate in a happy ending (as well as a 
hint at the mystery at the heart of Book 2). Quick-witted Gen 
has STEM skills in spades, especially when it comes to hacking 
(ethically, not nefariously, of course). The supporting characters 
are endearing even if their development is rather less robust.

A fun, breezy, and charming modern princess tale. (Adven-
ture. 8-12)

EVERYTHING POSSIBLE
Small, Fred
Illus. by Alison Brown
Nosy Crow (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
9798887770222  

Children are taught to follow their 
hearts in this picture-book adaptation of 

a song by folk singer Small.
An author’s note explains that the song was written by Small 

40 years ago to help his friend Janet Peterson, a lesbian in a rela-
tionship with another woman, explain to her son that despite 
the pressure many boys face to be tough, it was OK for him to 
be sensitive and caring. Sure to tug at heartstrings, the verse 
makes clear that no matter what listeners do or whom they love, 
they will always be loved and accepted. The illustrations depict 
three children—one with tan skin and black hair, one with 
brown hair and brown skin, and one with tan skin and blond 
hair—who play together and interact with a diverse community 
that includes queer families. Though the lyrics sound good read 
aloud, they’re even better sung, and a QR code allows readers to 
hear the song performed by Small. While the book’s message is 
strong and clear, it never feels preachy. With its cozy, loving, ear-
nest tone, it has the potential to become a go-to bedtime read. 
The illustrations are warm and endearing. Simple dots and lines 
are used to depict characters’ faces yet are expressive and sym-
pathetic. The evocative lighting makes each image poignant. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A touching celebration of love and individuality. (Picture 
book. 2-6)

“Warm encouragement to value the natural 
world for more than its tangible offerings.”

farah loves mangos
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BUG SANDWICH
Smith, Brady
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 23, 2023
9780593461747  

A boy battles bugs.
Bugs won’t leave this child alone. To 

avoid them—and their bites—he goes 
to extremes, covering himself in mud, hiding out in his bath-
tub, and even heading for outer space. But nothing works. 
Finally, the boy decides to catch the creatures in a jar and “bite 
those bugs back”—by making them into a sandwich. Squished 
between two slices of white bread, the bugs ask why; he replies 
that their bites are annoying. “We’re annoying?” “What about 
you? You swat us!” The boy has second thoughts, and it looks 
as though the bugs are safe…although there’s a fun twist in 
store that will have readers wondering what they’d do if they 
unknowingly bit into a bug sandwich. The hilariously over-the-
top story will earn giggles and nods of recognition from the bug 
averse. With loud colors (the boy has purplish-pink skin and 
orange hair) and a zany, chaotic tone, the cartoon art is delight-
ful. A page on which tall yellow block letters spell out the word 
AHHHH! as a mosaic of colorful bugs, together forming a huge, 
ravenous insect, fly after the boy will have many readers trans-
fixed. Readers may even come away appreciative of bugs, too—
one page shows the boy staring admiringly at bees as they create 
a hive and at a spider as it weaves a web and catches a mosquito. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A goofy premise that works. (Picture book. 4-6)

SOCCER QUEENS
Smith Jr., Charles R.
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781536225334  

Fast-footwork tributes to 13 female 
stars on the pitch and one breakthrough 
team.

In his afterword, Smith records 
efforts to make each of these poems suit 
its subject’s strengths or distinctive style 

of play, but whether the result is a rousing chant for “Automatic” 
Alex Morgan—“The Airbender / around-the-shoulder sender 
/ penalty-kick-punching / game-winning / dream ender”—or a 
three-word acrostic using the letters of Mia Hamm’s first name, 
each entry is a rapid, staccato drive. The processed photo-
graphic illustrations, too, are all action, with the player’s uni-
form picked out in a punchy color that pops against the tonally 
muted background explosions and, often, hapless monochrome 
opponents. The hue used, though, is pink throughout (unlike 
the broader palette in Smith’s 2003 Hoop Queens)—a choice 
many may find clichéd along with his decision to praise Kelley 
O’Hara with a limerick “since she is of Irish heritage.” Coupled 
with his closing paean to the “ ’99ers” pursuit of the World Cup 

24 years ago rather than, say, the 2019 triumph, this latest collec-
tion has a stale feel only partially alleviated by the fact that most 
of his chosen “queens” are still active. Most of his subjects are 
White; three are Black.

Gets the job done, but the author has done better. (Poetry. 
6-8)

LOST AND FOUND
Steenz
Andrews McMeel Publishing (176 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781524879303 
Series: Heart of the City, 2 

Sixth graders find more occasions for 
stress and laughter in this second collec-
tion of the “Heart of the City” comics.

Drama queen Heart Lamarr (who is 
White) still takes center stage (except in 

the school play: “UNDERSTUDY?!”), but some of her friends 
step into the limelight now and again. Kat, who is biracial, dis-
covers that eyeglasses aren’t the social stigma she expects and 
becomes smitten by brown-skinned hijab-wearing classmate 
Lee. Dean, who is White, stands up to a cousin who accuses him 
of being “soft” because of his friendships with girls, and Char-
lotte, who is Black, does a bit of friendship “matchmaking” at a 
family barbecue. Meanwhile, Heart endures an uncomfortable 
Christmas visit from her clueless remarried dad (“So you’re 10 
now! Huh?” “I’m 11”), is startled to overhear herself referred to as 
Charlotte’s “white friend” (“I don’t think about my race!” Char-
lotte: “Lucky you!”), and, after leading an inquiry into who’s sell-
ing items from the school’s lost-and-found, pressures the culprits 
into cutting it out. A character list would have been helpful for 
new readers, particularly as a number of peripheral classmates 
and relatives drift in and out of view, and adults are often hard 
to distinguish from the kids in the art. Still, each episode flows 
seamlessly into the next, and the banter is light and clever.

More minicrises and breezy doses of growing up. (Graphic 
fiction. 10-13)

TIME TO ROLL
Sumner, Jamie
Atheneum (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781665918596  

A girl with cerebral palsy finds herself 
in the spotlight.

A year after the events of Roll With 
It (2019), aspiring baker Ellie Cowan’s 
adventures resume just as her mom is 
marrying Hutch, her gym teacher. Unfor-

tunately, while Mom and Hutch are honeymooning, Ellie will 
be stuck with her father, rowdy younger stepbrothers, and step-
mother for a month. Her father feels like a stranger; he never 

“More minicrises and breezy doses of growing up.”
lost and found
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knows how to act around her or her wheelchair. So when her 
outspoken best friend Coralee recruits Ellie and her other best 
friend, über-organized Bert, to help her compete in the Okla-
homa Little Miss Boots and Bows pageant, Ellie welcomes the 
distraction. When Coralee begs Ellie to enter as well, Ellie 
acquiesces despite her distaste for pageants…and to spite her 
father, who thinks she can’t handle it. But when the pageant’s 
coordinator patronizingly fawns over Ellie, Coralee grows jeal-
ous. How can Ellie salvage their friendship? Despite some poi-
gnant moments and a realistically messy portrayal of family and 
friendship, this outing feels somewhat rushed. Readers scarcely 
have time to process some plot threads—including painful 
revelations—before Sumner wraps them up, and secondary 
characters, like fellow competitor Maya, feel somewhat under-
developed. However, Bert remains endearing, and it’s hearten-
ing to see Ellie establishing boundaries with the occasionally 
overbearing Coralee. Ellie, her family, and most of her friends 
read White; Maya is Black.

Sweet but uneven. (Fiction. 8-12)

MY ELEPHANT IS BLUE
Szymanik, Melinda
Illus. by Vasanti Unka
Flyaway Books (40 pp.) 
$19.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781947888418  

A sensitive picture book that explores 
the weight of depression.

The young protagonist wakes up 
with an elephant on their chest. Introducing herself as Blue, 
the prodigious pachyderm settles in on the protagonist’s back 
and chest, making it difficult for them to walk, breathe, or talk. 
Their well-meaning family members’ suggestions seem out of 
reach. After all, how can you cheer up if there’s an elephant sit-
ting on you? Their parents read library books about elephants 
and consult specialists, but Blue stays put, and it’s plain to see 
that the elephant is profoundly unhappy. Dad suggests some 
fresh air, so Blue gets off the narrator and they walk around the 
block. After a family outing to the park, the protagonist rests 
with Blue in the grass; they feel lighter and notice Blue is experi-
encing positive changes, too. Blue, an embodiment of raw emo-
tion, is illustrated with rich hues, her coloration as fluid as our 
feelings. Conversely, the world and characters around her are 
much more structured, their style evoking colored pencil and 
watercolors. Describing depression is difficult for everyone, so 
offering concrete vocabulary at a young age is critical, and this 
text does it well. While not every case of feeling blue can be so 
easily remedied, the hope conveyed with this picture book can-
not be denied. The protagonist and their family are tan-skinned. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Readers struggling to express themselves will feel seen 
and comforted. (Picture book. 4-7)

BIG WINNER
Taekema, Sylvia
Orca (128 pp.) 
$10.95 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781459834064 
Series: Orca Currents 

After moving to a new town, 14-year-
old Skye Richardson wallows in self-pity 
until she is befriended by Digby Jones, 
an intellectually challenged co-worker. 

Relocating from Calgary to Nova 
Scotia, where her mother grew up, means leaving behind her 
friends, her babysitting job, and her older brother. Frustrated, 
Skye self-sabotages, thwarting possible new relationships at 
school and spending hours doing homework she “never planned 
to hand in” in a cafe that feels more welcoming than her new 
house. Cafe co-owner Cheryl hires Skye to work part time after 
school—on Digby’s recommendation. Skye jumps at the oppor-
tunity to make some money, having used her babysitting earn-
ings to buy an all-black wardrobe and dye her hair black with 
blue tips. When Digby asks Skye to keep his secret of having 
won a million-dollar lottery—and later asks for help figuring 
out how to divide up the money to donate to others—she is 
drawn into Digby’s life story and moved by his generous heart. 
Skye also helps Digby navigate the unsettling territory that 
accompanies leaks about winning lottery tickets. The writing 
is accessible and at times humorous. Readers will be engaged 
by plot twists and by Skye’s personal growth. The text makes 
clear that Digby is developmentally disabled, though no labels 
are used. Characters are assumed White.

Enjoyable and heartwarming. (Fiction. 8-12)

THE ONE AND ONLY 
SPARKELLA AND THE BIG LIE
Tatum, Channing
Illus. by Kim Barnes
Feiwel & Friends (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 30, 2023
9781250750778 
Series: Sparkella, 3 

Actor Tatum’s effervescent heroine 
steals a friend’s toy and then lies about it.

Thrilled about an upcoming play date with new classmate 
Wyatt, Sparkella considers her own sparkly stuffies, games, and 
accessories and silently decides that he’d be more interested in 
her friend Tam’s remote-controlled minicar. While she and Tam 
are playing together, Sparkella takes the car when Tam isn’t look-
ing. Tam melts down at school the next day, and Sparkella, see-
ing her “bestest friend” losing her sparkle, feels “icky, oogy, and 
blech.” And when Wyatt comes over, he turns out to be far more 
entranced by glittery goods than some old car. When Sparkella 
yells at him—“WYATT, YOU HAVE TO PLAY WITH THIS 
CAR RIGHT NOW!”—her dad overhears and asks where the 
toy came from…and along with being a thief, Sparkella turns out 
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to be the worst. Liar. Ever. She eventually confesses (her dad for-
gives her), apologizes (ditto Wyatt and even Tam), and goes on 
to take part in a three-way play date/sparklefest. Her absolution 
may come with unlikely ease, but it’s comfortingly reassuring, 
and her model single dad does lay down a solid parental foun-
dation by allowing that everyone makes mistakes and stressing 
that she is “never going to be punished for telling the truth in 
this house.” He and Sparkella present White, a previous entry 
cued brown-skinned Tam as Asian, and Wyatt has brown skin in 
Barnes’ candy-hued pictures. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An awesome-tastic invitation to have or share thoughts 
about bad and better choices. (Picture book. 6-8)

OUT OF THE BLUE
Tregoning, Robert
Illus. by Stef Murphy
Bloomsbury (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 30, 2023
9781547612390  

A boy likes different colors.
An unnamed “worried little boy” with 

light skin and messy brown hair lives “in a 
very BLUE house, / on a very blue street.” 

In his monochrome world, skin and hair tones remain natural, but 
there are “workers / painting trees and grass” to turn them blue, 
and diverse children on litter duty toss anything otherwise colored 
into the trash. There’s little explanation about the hows and whys 
of this tame dystopia, and the limits of the clunkily metered rhyme 
prevent the story from going into any depth. The boy loves the 
color yellow but keeps it a secret, because “in his heart he felt that / 
loving YELLOW must be / BAD.” He hides all the yellow things he 
can find in his closet—many adults will see this framing as a meta-
phor for queerness. At night the boy throws all his yellow things 
around his room and dances amid the chaos. His father catches 
him, and though the boy is initially afraid, Dad comforts him, and 
with his influence, the town eventually becomes multicolored. It’s 
a contrived attempt to talk about conformity and diversity. The 
unanswered questions raised by the idea of an all-blue world are 
potentially interesting but ignored in favor of the familiar “be your-
self” message. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Attempts to convey a much-needed lesson, but the execu-
tion is as monotonous as its palette. (Picture book. 4-7)

THIS IS MY BODY - I GET TO 
CHOOSE
An Introduction to Consent
Turner, Brook Sitgraves
Illus. by Kati Douglas
Little Feminist Press (22 pp.) 
$15.99  |  March 21, 2023
9798986704906 
Series: Little Feminist Presents, 1 

Photographs and rhymes explore consent.
In this brief manual, a handful of racially diverse children 

and adults demonstrate simple concepts of bodily autonomy. 
Photographs show children hugging themselves and others, fist-
bumping, and nonverbally asking for space. Some of the kids 
and adults use different kinds of wheelchairs, and the American 
Sign Language words for yes and no are provided early on. The 
meter of the rhyming text is fickle, wavering between differ-
ent stressed and unstressed syllables, and the end words are as 
likely to slant rhyme as not (mine/signs, you/choose). The examples 
given are straightforwardly didactic and work to drill home the 
concepts. The photographs provide a lot of facial expressions, 
body language, and activities to mirror, and the love and care 
shown by the unnamed subjects give this book the qualities of 
a warm (but consenting) hug. It’s not the most interesting of 
the titles that cover the topic but will do the job for the young-
est audiences. A note for grown-ups includes family discussion 
questions for babies up through 6-year-olds.

A basic but effective introduction to bodily autonomy. 
(Informational picture book. 0-4)

GOD IS JUST LIKE ME
Valentin, Karen
Illus. by Antonieta Muñoz Estrada
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 24, 2023
978-1-5064-8242-2  

A child explores their New York 
City neighborhood and discovers the 
many ways in which they are made in 

God’s image.
Even though God is “all powerful, all knowing, and lots of 

other really big words,” the young protagonist believes that they 
also share a lot in common. They both love to create—we see an 
image of the child making a frame for a picture of them and a 
family member. Hearing birds singing along to the sounds of a 
band in the park, the child decides that God must like music, 
too. And after going fishing with Tío Kevin and enjoying the 
serenity, the child realizes that they, like God, appreciate the 
quiet. As the week progresses, the child considers other simi-
larities (they’re both loud sometimes; they both love to laugh) 
and concludes, “You’re just like me.” Though some theologians 
might argue that the doctrine of Imago Dei is not that God is 
just like us but that we are like God, made in His image, this 
simplification of a complex principle is well suited to its young 
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audience. The colorful, cheerful pictures and boundless enthu-
siasm of the repeated refrain—“Just like me”—revel in the 
wonder of childlike faith. The child and their family members 
are brown-skinned and cued as Latine. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A sweet and child-friendly expression of Christian faith. 
(Religious picture book. 2-6)

KIKI’S POTTY
van den Berg, Esther
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781605378527 
Series: Kiki, 2 

Kiki and a crew of other critters take 
turns showing off their circus tricks—

right after they use the potty.
As most caregivers know, potty training turns a household 

into its own kind of circus, with adults doing most of the tricks 
to encourage their little ones. In this picture book, polka-dot-
diaper–wearing Kiki, who appears to be a chipmunk, plays 
ringmaster, standing on a stool and encouraging their animal 
friends to display their skills. Squirrel, Rabbit, Rat, and Beaver 
take center stage right after they stop to use the potty and wash 
their paws. Kiki, meanwhile, races around supporting their 
friends until at last it’s time for the stool to open into a potty 
and “Ta-da!” Kiki uses it for the first time. The story follows a 
repetitive structure sure to appeal to young kids who are also 
learning to use the potty. Caregivers will appreciate how the 
book reinforces the importance of using the potty and refers 
to doing so successfully as an “impressive trick.” On the other 
hand, Kiki wears underwear after successfully using the potty 
the very first time, a rather unrealistically quick transition. The 
animals are appealing, with giant eyes, rosy cheeks, playful out-
fits, and adorable touches like Rat’s crinkly whiskers. Their fur 
is textured and shaded, giving it a touchable appearance. The 
friends are referred to with gendered pronouns, but Kiki is not. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Simple, purposeful, and fun—just the thing to help little 
ones move from diapers to undies. (Picture book. 1-3)

THE BEAUTIFUL 
SOMETHING ELSE
Van Otterloo, Ash
Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781338843224  

A nonbinary middle schooler discov-
ers themself.

Sparrow has too many responsibili-
ties for a 12-year-old. They move towns 
a lot, and their mom has lots of rules 

but few resources. Mom struggles with addiction and isn’t 

supportive of Sparrow’s burgeoning feelings about gender, but 
before settling into exploring that dynamic, the story shifts 
abruptly when Mom gets into an accident, is sent to rehab, and 
Sparrow goes home with an estranged family member. At first, 
they think that Aunt Mags is married to their Uncle Cameron, 
who “ran off to a fancy college and came back weird,” but read-
ers quickly learn that Aunt Mags is Sparrow’s trans aunt, who 
inherited the family estate and renamed it the Rainbow House 
(painted to match). Sparrow is thrust into a carefully con-
structed world of diverse adults who always know exactly the 
right things to say and do, unusually mature kids who mono-
logue about their feelings, internet searches through which 
Sparrow figures out that they’re nonbinary, and a magical com-
panion called Shadow, attached for some reason to a gender-
affirming pair of boots, whose helpful presence is never quite 
explained. Sparrow and their family are White; some support-
ing characters are described as having brown skin. With direct 
exposition about being a parentified child, this story will be 
healing for some and feel overly contrived to others.

An earnest and well-intentioned tale. (resources) (Fiction. 
9-13)

LITTLE BLACK HOLE
Webster, Molly
Illus. by Alex Willmore
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780593464755  

In science journalist Webster’s debut 
picture book, a lonely little black hole 

gets some comforting advice.
Worried that whenever she makes a friend, they disappear, a 

personified black hole is reassured by a larger one that she car-
ries her friends with her—literally and metaphorically. Indeed, 
when she thinks about her friends, they reappear in the glow 
of her memories. Working from Stephen Hawking’s theories 
about black hole radiation and scientific speculation that the 
emitted particles could reveal something about what’s inside, 
Webster has concocted a fanciful story of friendship and loss, 
though the actual scientific hypothesis (“a black hole might 
be burping out teeny tiny bits of matter,” and together these 
particles “give off a very faint light. A glow!”), described in the 
backmatter, will require more background to understand. The 
appearance of a space fox among the stars, planets, space rocks, 
and suited astronauts reminds young readers that this is fan-
tasy. The straightforward text is set in white on the black back-
ground of the universe. But Willmore’s expressive illustrations 
show a universe that also has lively color—brightly hued planets, 
the iridescent streak of a visiting star and a comet, and clouds 
of color trailing from the little black hole herself, showing her 
excitement at meeting another like her. Her final “glow,” in 
shades of purple, blue, turquoise, and orange, is splendid. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet friendship story with a science twist. (Picture book. 
3-7)

“Simple, purposeful, and fun—just the thing to help 
little ones move from diapers to undies.”

kiki’s potty
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THE NEVER-ENDING 
SWEATER
Welch, Erin
Illus. by Dorothy Leung
Orca (32 pp.) 
$21.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781459834736  

We can travel far, but we never really 
leave home.

When Peter is very young, his grand-
mother knits him a “too big” sweater, and he wears the thick, 
purple wool garment daily for years. When he outgrows their 
seaside village, he leaves to see the world. Peter embarks on 
adventures, still wearing the sweater and corresponding with 
his grandmother. Years later, he returns home to discover his 
grandmother is gone (presumably deceased) and a new family 
lives next door. They’ve also traveled from afar to this place 
with their young son, Little P. Peter and the boy become friends, 
Little P telling Peter about his former home and reminiscing 
wistfully about his own grandmother. Peter recalls all his jour-
neys as he reviews the letters his grandmother lovingly saved. 
Peter dons his sweater “for what he knew would be the last time” 
because he’s decided to give it to Little P, another long-distance 
traveler who needs to be “reminded of home.” This Canadian 
import’s themes of close friendship and intergenerational fam-
ily connections should resonate with children, though its nos-
talgic feel has an adult sensibility that may go over their heads. 
The delicately colored gouache, pencil, and digital illustrations 
are warmly emotional. Peter is brown-skinned; his grandmother 
and Little P and his family are lighter-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

In this tale, the rich bonds of family and friendship feel as 
warm and cozy as a comfy wrap. (Picture book. 5-8)

FOOD FOR THE FUTURE
Sustainable Farms Around 
the World
Wenjen, Mia
Illus. by Robert Sae-Heng
Barefoot Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 23, 2023
9781646868391  

A dozen sustainable farms around the world offer intriguing 
possibilities for the future of agriculture.

Simple four-beat rhyming couplets concisely describe a 
plethora of farming methods old and new around the world, 
many of which will be especially useful in light of climate 
change. A salt farm on Kaua, an urban food forest in Nairobi, 
a Yemeni honey farm, a garden on the roof of Boston’s Fenway 
Park—all grow different edibles suited to their environment. A 
fish “farm” in Brazil is made up of the Enawenê-Nawê people’s 
handwoven fish traps held in place by a temporary dam. In 
contrast, the Solar Supertrees (among many vertical farms and 
gardens in Singapore) are technological marvels, providing solar 

power and collecting rainwater. A couple of underwater hydro-
ponic biospheres in Italy and an Australian aquaculture oyster 
farm are followed by circular gardens in Senegal, “where Sahara 
and savanna meet,” and Indian dobas that collect water for dry-
season use. A helpful feature of the book is the pronunciation 
guidance, and on every page, unobtrusive insets define terms 
like erosion, compost, brood, and sustainable. Attractive collage-
like compositions use vivid blue, green, tan, and other hues to 
depict diverse people, with just enough detail to grab the eye. 
The backmatter puts the various farms on a world map and 
compresses into a few pages a lot of information on the farms 
and techniques. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A unique introduction to traditional and innovative agri-
cultural options. (Informational picture book. 3-8)

I MADE THESE ANTS 
SOME UNDERPANTS!
Wilder, Derick
Illus. by K-Fai Steele
Chronicle Books (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 16, 2023
978-1-79720-216-7  

Who doesn’t want a new pair of 
underpants?

After receiving a gift of six pairs of day-of-the-week under-
wear (five for Monday through Friday and just one for the week-
end), a child is inspired to pull out their arts and crafts supplies 
and make some very impressive and rather surprising undies to 
share with all of their real and imaginary friends. Their sister, 
some ants, a pirate, an octopus, a python, a tortoise, a bobble-
head, a piggy bank, a clownfish, a race car, a wizard, a boomer-
ang, and a dragon are just some of the lucky yet somewhat less 
than appreciative recipients of these whimsical creations. “I 
thought my friends would like their gifts—they didn’t seem to 
care!” our young hero briefly laments before realizing that “If 
underpants are optional, then I don’t need a pair.” Is that why 
the original gift was only six pairs instead of seven? No one will 
be able to look at the final illustration—of the bare-bottomed 
young narrator—without at least cracking…a smile. Depicting 
bulging-eyed people and animals, many hilariously perturbed at 
their new skivvies, the watercolor, ink, and pencil illustrations 
will delight readers, as will the rhyming text. This one is ideal 
for reluctant listeners and readers, lovers of bathroom humor, 
and those in need of a seriously strong chuckle. The child 
and their family members are brown-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Sure to have kids beside themselves with glee. (Picture book. 
4-8)

“Sure to have kids beside themselves with glee.”
i  made these ants some underpants!
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HOPE AGAINST HOPE
Wilkinson, Sheena
Little Island (240 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  May 9, 2023
9781912417421  

Residents of Helen’s Hope, a Belfast 
girls’ hostel, attempt to find unity in a 
divided Ireland of 1921.

Fifteen-year-old Polly is both horri-
fied and envious at the news that Cath-
erine, her sweet, befuddled 16-year-old 

cousin, is being sent to attend a commercial college in Belfast, 
ostensibly to learn shorthand but mostly to keep her away from 
her sweetheart, who’s rumored to be fighting for Irish inde-
pendence. Leo, Polly’s older brother, came home emotionally 
damaged from fighting England’s side in the Great War, bring-
ing with him the flu that killed their mother. When tensions 
between the siblings escalate to the point of violence, Polly runs 
away to Catherine’s side, where she finds companionship and 
purpose at Helen’s Hope, a community of young women foster-
ing “tolerance and acceptance”—ideals that threaten the neigh-
borhood’s sense of propriety. Polly is impetuous and resourceful, 
Catherine finds her footing, and the characters, era, and histori-
cal setting come to life effortlessly. The complicated political 
situation is a large part of these characters’ lives and is treated 
as such but doesn’t bog down the narrative. Polly has a “pash” on 
fellow hostel resident Stella and eventually realizes girls really 
might fall in love with other girls. Characters from Wilkinson’s 
previous novels appear, but this work stands alone.

Entertaining, vivid, and sympathetic. (historical note) 
(Historical fiction. 10-16)

ANOTHER BAND’S TREASURE
A Story of Recycled 
Instruments
Xie, Hua Lin
Trans. by Edward Gauvin
Graphic Universe (128 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781728478234  

In this graphic novel inspired by 
actual events, a love of music blossoms unexpectedly in a small 
Paraguayan village surrounded by garbage.

What do the children do when their parents go to work? 
The village of Cateura has no school, so young people find 
other ways to fill their time. Frustrated at seeing some of 
the kids doing drugs, Mr. Diego, a local musician, decides to 
offer music lessons. The other adults are skeptical: “Music is 
for rich people!” Nevertheless, Mr. Diego posts flyers around 
town, welcoming anyone interested in learning. And many chil-
dren appear, including siblings Daniel and Ada. As the class 
grows, Mr. Diego faces another issue: no money to buy instru-
ments for all the students. Enter his carpenter friend Nicolas, 
who builds instruments out of pieces of scraps he finds at the 

dump (sometimes with help from the kids). Even the other 
adults begin to have hope in the music class. Soon, the mayor 
of the nearby capital of Asunción invites Mr. Diego’s budding 
orchestra for a performance. Translated from French, this spare, 
slightly fictionalized account of the story of Favio Chávez and 
La Orquesta de Instrumentos Reciclados de Cateura is infused 
with optimism. The muted, sober artwork foregrounds the sub-
tle environmental message, with small bursts of color appearing 
during a crucial scene. All in all, it’s a story retold with evident 
admiration.

A gentle reminder of music’s might. (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

PENG’S VASE
A Chinese Folktale
Retold by Yuen-Killick, Angus & 
Michael Yuen-Killick
Illus. by Paolo Proietti
Red Comet Press (28 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781636550466  

A quiet test of integrity plays out in 
this retelling of a Chinese folktale.

In search of an heir of good character, the emperor invites all 
the children to the palace, including Peng, who loves to garden. 
Each child is given a seed and instructed to plant and care for it 
for one year before returning to show the fruits of their labor. 
The gentle narration reveals Peng’s anguish as he diligently 
cares for the seed only to have nothing sprout. The whimsical, 
softly textured illustrations exude warmth as Peng presents an 
empty pot to the emperor in contrast to the other children’s 
thriving blooms. A smiling emperor reveals that he purpose-
fully gave them seeds that would not sprout—Peng is the only 
child to prove honest and courageous. While the portrayal of 
now Emperor Peng is charming, there are a few curious artistic 
choices. Much of the clothing, especially of female-presenting 
characters, is more similar to traditional Japanese dress rather 
than the contrasting layers of period Chinese dress, and many 
hairstyles also seem to evoke Japanese styles—an unnecessary 
decision that inadvertently suggests Asian cultures are inter-
changeable. The illustrator’s note states that the story is “set in 
an imaginary ancient Chinese world” and is a “uniquely personal 
interpretation that pays homage to the influence of Chinese art 
on me,” but a faithful depiction set in a real China would have 
been a more respectful tribute. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A few cultural inaccuracies in the art detract from an oth-
erwise appealing rendition. (Picture book. 5-8)
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DEAR STREET
Zier-Vogel, Lindsay
Illus. by Caroline Bonne-Müller
Kids Can (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781525303104  

A love letter to the quotidian.
Young Alice adores her neighbor-

hood. When she sees a neighbor in a bad 
mood due to a road closure, she writes a 

letter to the street praising it for its “tall maple trees and mari-
golds that look like pom-poms” and leaves it for someone to 
find. Her new tradition continues throughout the seasons. In 
the summer, she overhears people complaining about the park 
being too crowded and noisy, so she writes the park a letter. 
In autumn, she writes to the maple tree and in winter to the 
snow, each time brightening the moods of those who happen 
upon her letters. When spring arrives, Alice is the one having a 
grumpy day, but she finds her spirits lifted by a letter to the cro-
cuses left by someone else. Zier-Vogel’s prose is straightforward 
and uplifting, and Bonne-Müller’s bright illustrations, created 
with acrylic, pencil, and crayon, rely on a well-paced variety of 
spot art and spreads, depict a charming, idyllic neighborhood. 
While the story is somewhat quiet, the author’s note will inspire 
mindfulness and appreciation—Zier-Vogel describes the Love 
Lettering Project, which she created in 2004 and which invites 
people to hide love letters to places in their community for oth-
ers to find. Alice has peach-colored skin and straight brown 
hair; her neighborhood is a diverse one. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Gentle encouragement to cultivate mindfulness that leads 
by example. (Picture book. 3-8)

b o a r d  &  n o v e l t y 
b o o k s

SEA
Illus. by Archer, Charlotte
Child’s Play (12 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 1, 2023
978-1-78628-627-7 
Series: Look, Touch, Learn, 4 

An introduction to seaside objects 
and animals.

Designed specifically for young infants to enjoy on their 
tummies, this board book is full of tactile textures and attrac-
tive colors. The wavy lines of the ocean sparkle, the bumps on 
the starfish are raised, and the patterned exterior of the turtle’s 

shell is rough to the touch. The book can be read front to back 
by turning pages, or it can be opened up accordion style so that 
it stands on its own, which makes it visible and touchable from 
either side. Each object is described with three words. The text 
includes rich vocabulary words like spiny, scaly, and brittle. All 
of the words pair nicely with the tactile elements and images 
except for the seaweed. This “rubbery” marine plant actually 
feels rough to the touch on the page. The palette includes calm-
ing ocean blues as well as bright greens and shiny magentas. A 
note for adults explains that these colors are “most suited to 
very young babies.” In addition, it provides helpful tips for 
engaging infants with the book.

Sure to delight little eyes and hands. (Board book. 0-1)

THE JOURNEY OF THE 
LITTLE PRINCE
Delporte, Corinne
Illus. by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
Trans. by Carine Laforest
CrackBoom! Books (22 pp.) 
$17.95  |  April 4, 2023
9782898024979  

A lofty board-book retelling of the classic story, published 
to coincide with its 80th anniversary.

In just a few pages, de Saint-Exupéry’s beloved title is dis-
tilled into a series of key events and takeaways. After each of 
the Little Prince’s encounters with, for instance, a king, a busi-
nessman, and a geographer, a summary page recaps the message: 

“Staying true to yourself and not depending on the approval of 
other people is the key to helping you thrive.” This is followed 
up with thoughtful questions such as “Which inner qualities 
are important to you?” and “What are the belongings that 
really make you happy?” As a summary of the source material, 
the book succeeds. As a title appropriate for toddler readers, 
it wildly misses the mark. The text is dense, the thought-pro-
voking questions are complex, and the lessons are too abstract. 
The glow-in-the-dark stars are an attempt at appealing to little 
ones, but overall the book will resonate more with adults who 
are fond of the source material and are eager to share it with 
children. As in the original, characters present White. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

May strike a chord with de Saint-Exupéry’s adult fans but 
will leave its target audience perplexed. (Board book. 3-5)

I’M YOUR ICE CREAM TRUCK
Eliot, Hannah
Illus. by Belinda Chen
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (18 pp.) 
$7.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781665932981  

An ice cream truck makes the neighborhood rounds.
Shaped like a truck, this board book shows the pastel-pink 

vehicle touring various spots—the school, the library, the pool, 
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and the park—before retiring for the night. The rhyming text 
keeps pages turning and lends itself to a lap-sit read-aloud. 
Words like mosey and cruise are fresh synonyms for the more 
obvious go and drive. Surprisingly, there is only a brief mention 
of the truck’s iconic tune (“You’ll hear me at the park”). The 
anthropomorphic truck has a warm, welcoming face but no 
driver. This means there are odd floating ice cream scoops, and 
children seem to magically receive treats. The thickly outlined, 
colorful, appealing illustrations are similar to those in other 
board books. Little ones will enjoy looking for fun details on 
the various spreads, such as flowers, houses, and animals. The 
children are diverse in terms of skin tone and hair color, and 
they and the truck are smiling in nearly every scene. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A fun spotlight on a warm-weather treat. (Board book. 1-3)

BIG KIDS 
NO EVERYTHING 
Kirwan, Wednesday
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (36 pp.) 
$8.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781665932417  

Learn the power and potential of the 
word no.

Many picture books extol the virtues 
of yes. Take that bath! Eat those veggies! But here, Kirwan takes a 
more nuanced view by savvily recasting proclamations of no into 
empowering statements. Set against crisp white backgrounds, 
the loose, sketchy, digitally created vignettes show a variety of 
relatable scenarios, while bold outlining provides eye-catching 
contrast. A cast of whimsical and diverse cartoon-style children 
have vibrant, expressive faces that show readers how it’s gonna 
go. Sometimes that friend with the oversized cymbals deserves 
that “Loud no.” There’s a regretful “no” over a ruined kite. A 

“small no” after a run-in with a cactus. Evocatively shaped and 
sized speech bubbles help communicate mood and tone. Some 
pages speak to caregivers—who hasn’t experienced the “hangry 
no” supermarket slump? Others will tickle children and adults 
alike, like a scene in which a feisty child streaks naked from the 
bathtub. Some “no”s are personal, like rejecting a gnarly pair of 
striped pants, while others, like a group of kiddos with protest 
signs, are a “very important no.” By reminding readers that say-
ing no isn’t automatically negative but rather “part of growing” 
and developing self and autonomy, Kirwan showcases an oft-
overlooked step in “learning how to be a big kid.” (This book was 
reviewed digitally.) 

A fresh and charming take on “growing a voice.” This “no” 
book is a big yes. (Board book. 2-5)

READING TIME!
A Tummy Time First Words 
Book for Babies
Mama Makes Books
Red Comet Press (16 pp.) 
$8.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781636550688 
Series: Tummy Time 

A fold-out board book designed for 
infant tummy time or reading with a 
caregiver.

Bold images and a simple palette make for a baby-friendly 
book. Each page is labeled with a simple word (cat, car, teddy, 
train) that might be familiar or of interest to little ones, accom-
panied by a simple, pared-down image and rhyming text. 
Bouncy, repetitive verse includes references to sounds (“beep 
beep!” “chugga-chugga”). On one page, there’s a mirror, and the 
text leaves blank spots for caregivers to insert a child’s name 
(“I see _____ / _____ sees me!”)—a nice touch, especially given 
that mirrors are high-interest objects for babies. Besides black 
and white, the only other colors used in the book are green, yel-
low, red, and blue, no shades or variations, a fitting palette for 
infants. Unlike similar board books, this one does more than 
simply label images. The words are fun to say and hear, encour-
aging listening and learning, an important step for babies as 
they acquire language. The fold-out feature makes the title mul-
tipurpose and playful and allows for touching and manipulating 
as the baby grows older. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will help cultivate meaningful first reading experiences. 
(Board book. 0-1)

PEEK-A-BOO HAIKU
A Lift-the-Flap Book
Smith, Danna
Illus. by Teagan White
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (18 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-66592-646-1  

A look at animals in their various habitats throughout the 
seasons.

This book of haiku subtly draws readers’ attention to the 
action on each page, starting with the coldest season: “in white 
winter coats / long-eared friends play hide-and-seek / moon says, 

‘I see you!’ ” The accompanying image shows hares frolicking in 
the moonlight. The story slowly shifts between seasons, from 
winter’s snow to the rain of spring to warm, breezy summer to, 
finally, autumnal leaves. Readers meet playful otters, a sea turtle 
laying eggs, squirrels searching for acorns, and more; along the 
way, a pair of mice can be seen interacting with the different 
animals. The haiku are lovely read-alouds, full of alliteration 
and descriptive language and imagery. The thoughtfulness of 
the writing sets this one apart. The palette shifts to mark each 
change, the final layout a gorgeous blend of nighttime blues 
and purples. Each lift of the flap creates a peekaboo effect 

“A fresh and charming take on ‘growing a voice.’ 
This ‘no’ book is a big yes.”

big kids no everything
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revealing a surprise animal to readers, the haiku a clue about 
what’s beneath. The animals are charming without being overly 
cartoonish or anthropomorphized. This is a title both caregiv-
ers and children will enjoy revisiting. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Winsome glimpses of the natural world throughout the 
year. (Board book. 1-3)

I AM AN ANIMAL / SOY UN 
ANIMAL
Soderguit, Alfredo
Tra Publishing (42 pp.) 
$11.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781735311586  

Human or animal? We are both!
This bilingual Spanish-English board 

book delves into the commonalities we share with our co-inhab-
itants on this great planet. The simple declarative sentence “I 
am an animal” (“Soy un animal”) is followed by several examples: 

“when I speak” (“cuando hablo”), “when I sing” (“cuando canto”), 
“when I laugh” (“cuando río”). A bold, earth-toned illustration of, 
for instance, a parrot talking, a bullfrog croaking, and a chimp 
giggling accompanies each whimsical observation. Soderguit 
pushes the envelope at times to broaden readers’ understand-
ing of whether animals truly experience the same emotions and 
engage in the same actions we do. “When I forget” (“cuando 
olvido”) is paired with an image of a fish—can a fish be forget-
ful? Do mules ignore what they don’t want to do? Do birds 
dream while soaring over mountain ranges? Do we? The book 
concludes, “When I feel,” along with an image of a brown-
skinned child. Though the Spanish word for feel is sentir, the 
author instead uses quiero, which means want or love. This slight 
lapse aside, readers will enjoy exploring the similarities between 
themselves and the wildlife within these pages. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A fun springboard for discussion regarding who is indeed 
an animal. (Board book. 1-5)

DADDY AND ME
Urda, Gary
Illus. by Rosie Butcher
Little Bee Books (20 pp.) 
$8.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-4998-1351-7  

Whether they are “Papa,” “Bàba,” 
“Papi,” or “Fadre,” fathers love their children.

This board book shows dads engaging in many different 
forms of love: reading bedtime stories, searching the skies with 
a telescope, biking, and gardening. Told from the child’s point 
of view, the text is made up of simple, descriptive statements 
like “Daddy and I play soccer together. He teaches me how to 
juggle the ball,” and “Baba shows me how to dress with style. 
He makes everything look like new.” The book is inclusive, with 

characters who are diverse in terms of race and ability. Urda also 
includes a child who talks about a father figure rather than a 
dad: “Pappy is like my dad—he helps me ride my bike.” Butch-
er’s illustrations carefully capture details such as delicate, Afro-
textured curls, braids, and crutches. The images show fathers 
doing a range of tasks, including those traditionally associated 
with mothers, such as baking and sewing. The colors are vibrant 
and inviting, with plenty to take in on each page. Overall, this 
simple tale shows fathers as the diverse, capable, loving parents 
that they are. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A warm and enticing celebration of doting fathers. (Board 
book. 1-3)

http://kirkus.com
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MEN OF THE 65TH
The Borinqueneers of the 
Korean War
Aikens-Nuñez, Talia
Zest Books (136 pp.) 
$37.32  |  $17.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9781728449623
9781728479149 paper  

The heroism of the U.S. Army’s first 
segregated Latino regiment is explored 
in rich detail. 

After Puerto Rico became a territory of the United States 
in 1899, the Puerto Rican Battalion of Volunteer Infantry was 
formed. Two name changes later, they became the 65th Infan-
try Regiment. Despite participating in both world wars, they 
were regarded as inferior to White soldiers and relegated to 
noncombat duties until the Korean War. Also known as the 
Borinqueneers, they included both Black and White soldiers 
and became the pride of Puerto Rico, impressing their com-
manding officers with their teamwork, efficiency, and bravery. 
A dangerous assault on Hill 391, an exposed outpost in Korea, 
resulted in numerous casualties. Many soldiers from both the 
65th Infantry Regiment and the 15th Infantry Division, who 
relieved them, refused to return to this blood bath; only Puerto 
Rican soldiers, however, were later court-martialed, reflecting 
the double standards with which they were treated. Survivors 
fought for decades to clear their names, and the regiment 
was finally awarded a Congressional Gold Medal by President 
Barack Obama in 2014. Their long-overlooked story is told in 
a riveting narrative style enhanced by maps, historical photo-
graphs, and eyewitness quotes. Detailed descriptions of Korean 
War battles set the backdrop for their heroism and triumph 
over adversity. The author also explores the broader context of 
Puerto Rico’s multiracial society and military racism. 

Powerful stories from the battlefield illuminate courage 
and struggles for recognition. (timeline, glossary, source notes, 
bibliography, further information, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

IMOGEN, OBVIOUSLY by Becky Albertalli .....................................142

FOREVER IS NOW by Mariama J. Lockington ............................... 153

ALL THE DEAD LIE DOWN by Kyrie McCauley ............................. 153
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FOREVER IS NOW
Lockington, Mariama J.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux
(416 pp.)
$19.99  |  May 23, 2023
9780374388881
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“Authentic and sincere.”
imogen,  obviously

IMOGEN, OBVIOUSLY 
Albertalli, Becky
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins 
(432 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780063045873  

A spring break visit leads to surpris-
ing revelations for people-pleasing Imo-
gen Scott, a passionate straight ally.

It’s spring break of her senior year, 
and Imogen is about to stay with Lili 

Cardoso, her childhood best friend, at the college Imogen 
herself will be attending in the fall. She’s afraid that Lili, with 
a circle of new queer friends, may have moved on from their 
friendship. On top of that, as a long-standing and respectful 
member of her high school’s Pride Alliance, Imogen tries to do 
everything in her power to avoid inappropriately invading queer 
spaces. So, she is not sure if there will be room for her in Lili’s 
life now. Adding to her concerns, Lili, newly out as pansexual, 

admits that, in a spontaneous attempt to seem more experi-
enced, she told everyone at college that she and Imogen are 
amicable exes. This fabricated history contains the additional 
lie that Imogen is bisexual—but when Imogen starts to feel a 
spark between her and kind and charismatic Tessa, and years of 
hidden feelings come crashing into view, she is forced to reckon 
with the possibility that it might not be so far from the truth. 
The friendships and relationship dynamics are believable and 
heartfelt. Imogen’s journey feels authentic and sincere, and 
readers will find it difficult not to fall for her. Imogen is coded 
White; Lili is Brazilian American, and Tessa is Jewish.

Fresh, endearing, and heartfelt. (Romance. 14-18)

JULIETA AND THE ROMEOS
Andreu, Maria E.
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780062996541  

Aspiring writer Julieta, the daughter 
of Argentinian immigrants, has an event-
ful summer.

A creative-writing course with her 
favorite romance author and the three 
Romeos who capture her imagination 

offer Jules distractions from the fate of her parents’ struggling 
restaurant. Ryan, the “rich, fratty, know-it-all”—but good-
looking—twin brother of her White best friend, Ivy, is also in 
the writing class, and Jules is surprised to learn he, too, doubts 
his abilities. Jules works at the restaurant alongside handsome 
Argentinian American childhood friend Lucas. Grounded and 
familiar, Lucas understands balancing big dreams and parental 
concerns about security. Finally, there’s Calvin, an attractive new 
classmate Jules finds fixing her abuela’s sink and watching tele-
novelas with her. He’s a White boy on a different path, one that 
may not include college. After Jules posts part of her “Untitled 
Teen Love Story” to the StoriedZone website, a user going by 
Happily Ever Drafter reaches out, requesting to collaborate on 
future entries. Jules is consumed by her efforts to identify this 
mystery co-author with whom she feels a connection and who 
might secretly be one of her Romeos. Jules’ immigrant family’s 
struggles to adapt to inevitable change and loss ring true: Their 
strengths and vulnerabilities are authentic and compelling. 
Jules is appealing and believable as the different boys in her life 
serve as prisms through which she imagines the consequences 
of different life choices, both her own and her parents’.

An engaging tale of family and identity wrapped up in a 
sweet rom-com. (Fiction. 13-18)
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BREAKUP, MAKEUP
Anthony, Stacey
Illus. by Ricardo Bessa
Running Press Kids (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780762481637  

Old flames meet at a cosplay contest.
Eli, a nonbinary makeup artist and 

cosplay influencer taking a gap year 
before college, dreams of working 
behind the scenes on films, bringing 

fantastical beings to life. Between shifts at Denny’s, Eli attends 
FaeCon in one of their ambitious cosplays. There, they learn 
that their hero, Theresa Jenkins, a makeup artist and co-creator 
of the tabletop role-playing game podcast Chaos Reign, is offer-
ing a scholarship to Beyond, Eli’s dream special-effects makeup 
school in Hollywood, as first prize in the Makeup Wars con-
test. Eli enters—only to find out Zach, their ex, is also compet-
ing. Lingering bitterness and jealous romantic tension make it 

difficult for Eli to focus on their craft, but after Zach saves Eli 
from a makeup prosthesis mishap, the pair broach a tentative 
friendship. Supported by best friend Bodhi, Eli struggles over 
their feelings for Zach while fighting to win. The writing grips 
from the start and shines most when Eli is performing the more 
technical aspects of their cosplays. Unfortunately, though Eli 
is a huge nerd and adores the Chaos Reign podcast, readers are 
given scant details about the game’s lore or what draws Eli to its 
characters, leaving odd gaps given that the bulk of the plot is 
about cosplaying. Fun spot art opens each chapter. Eli and Zach 
seem to default to White; Bodhi is implied Indian and White.

Only held back from greatness by limited worldbuilding. 
(Fiction. 14-18)
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WHEN THE DIKES BREACHED
Attema, Martha
Ronsdale Press (300 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  April 3, 2023
9781553806745  

Sixteen-year-old Klara must sur-
vive numerous obstacles and convince 
her traditional family to let her go to 
America.

In 1953, Klara lives on a dairy farm 
and is the oldest sibling in a very large 

family. She’s never been off her Dutch island in the North 
Sea; her abusive, highly religious father fears mainland influ-
ences. Her parents insist she must stay put and marry rich 
farmer’s son Luuc. Then a deadly hurricane causes flooding, 
changing everything. Thanks to a daring rescue by two fish-
ermen, Klara and her family are evacuated, but their farm is 
destroyed. When Klara falls in love with Machiel, one of the 
fishermen, and wants to marry him instead, Father won’t hear 

of it. With the floodwaters receding and cleanup efforts com-
mencing, Klara must decide whom—or even if—she’ll marry. 
If she doesn’t choose Luuc, the whole island will ostracize her 
for bringing shame to her family and not abiding by tradition. 
But Luuc turns out to be a violent misogynist who will make 
Klara’s life miserable: She must find a way to save herself, even 
if it means leaving everything behind. The backdrop of real his-
torical events lends interest to this tale. The relative simplicity 
of the language and writing style make the difficult subject mat-
ter, including patriarchy, religion, misogyny, physical and sexual 
assault, stillbirth, suicidal thoughts, and mass death, accessible 
to reluctant readers.

Informative historical fiction written in a quaint, enter-
taining style. (floor plans, map, author’s note, timeline) (His-
torical fiction. 14-18)

THE UNSTOPPABLE 
BRIDGET BLOOM
Bitz, Allison L.
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780063266704  

Bridget Venus Bloom is a lot.
In her first semester at Chicago’s 

Richard James Academy boarding school 
as a high school junior, the rural Nebraska 
girl assumes that she is a gift to the uni-

verse. She has the unwavering support of her dads (who could 
barely afford the tuition), and she is immensely talented. 
Bridget can play piano, dance, and sing. But what she loves 
more than anything else is being at the center of everyone’s 
attention. So when she bombs her music theory entrance exam 
and is denied entrance into the school’s elite music program, 
Bridget is dumbfounded. How dare someone suggest that she is 
not up to par? Not only that, as a general education college-prep 
student, she is banned from performing. How can the universe 
revolve around her when she isn’t even allowed the spotlight? 
While Bridget’s self-absorbed behavior for the majority of the 
book may be difficult to stick with, readers who do make it 
to the end will be rewarded by her growth as a person and as 
a friend. While mostly engaging, the plot at times glosses over 
potential conflicts and secondary characters’ stories in order 
to focus completely on Bridget’s path to redemption with the 
result that some of the storylines appear forced. Bridget is 
White, fat, and queer; there is some racial diversity among the 
supporting characters.

A cutesy, body-positive story of self-absorption, self-real-
ization, and, ultimately, love. (sheet music, author’s note) (Fic-
tion. 13-17)
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83 DAYS IN MARIUPOL
A War Diary
Brown, Don
Clarion/HarperCollins (128 pp.) 
$22.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780063311565  

A harrowing account of Ukrainian 
civilians and their defenders during the 
2022 Russian attack and occupation of 
Mariupol.

In February 2022, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, in opposition to international norms and agree-
ments, falsely claimed that ethnic Russians in Ukraine were 
being persecuted and the country needed “denazification” as 
a premise for invasion. The port city of Mariupol came under 
attack days later. Through reports from eyewitnesses, the night-
marish realities of war come alive on the pages. Various aspects 
of the siege on Mariupol are covered, including Ukrainian reac-
tions, desperate attempts to get to safety, and the last stand at 

the Azovstal steel plant, where over 3,000 people, civilians and 
soldiers alike, took shelter. The fighting was bloody and intense, 
with no hope for escape or help, but the Ukrainians stayed the 
course until forced to surrender in May 2022. The book doesn’t 
shy away from presenting the horrors of war—mass graves, 
rape, child death—and the plight of civilians trying to survive 
freezing temperatures without heat, electricity, water or food. 
However, its thoughtful, intentional approach and the muted, 
monochromatic, sketchlike art that conveys emotional impres-
sions more than graphic, gory details help to convey the trau-
matic events in a way that teen readers can absorb. The plight of 
non-White Ukrainian residents who faced discrimination both 
within the country as they attempted to flee and from other 
countries where they sought refuge is mentioned.

Succinct, effective storytelling combined with haunting 
art. (map, source notes, bibliography) (Graphic nonfiction. 14-18)

“Effective storytelling combined with haunting art.”
83 days in mariupol
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LOSE YOU TO FIND ME
Brown, Erik J.
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780063055025  

Rising senior Tommy questions 
whether his long-held goals are really 
what’s best for him. 

After working at Sunset Estates 
retirement community as a server for 
nearly three years, Tommy asks Nata-

lie, his manager, for a recommendation to prestigious culinary 
school La Mère Labont, where he would follow his late father’s 
interrupted dream to become a chef. In her typical sadistic 
fashion, Natalie sets Tommy three tasks to earn her approval, 
including training new server Gabe, Tommy’s childhood crush. 
Though Mexican and Venezuelan American Gabe initially 
doesn’t recognize Tommy, who is implied White, the two con-
nect and start flirting. The existence of Gabe’s boyfriend and 
Tommy’s occasional, emotionally unavailable, closeted hook-
up partner complicate their potential relationship, however. 
Traumatic homophobic events from Gabe’s life occasionally 
punctuate the otherwise lighthearted yet sympathetic atmo-
sphere; narrated through Tommy’s perspective, they represent 
tonal shifts that are not entirely smoothly integrated. The quips 
Tommy shares with Gabe as well as best friend and co-worker 
Ava, who is Black, and Sunset Estates residents and queer elders 
Al and Willa (both read White) make the short chapters fly past, 
engrossing readers in the clever repartee without diluting the 
genuine affection the characters share. An undertone of anxi-
ety grows as college application deadlines approach and Tommy 
questions what he truly wants in life and what assumptions he’s 
made, grounding this story in reality while maintaining a hope-
ful outlook. 

Snappy banter among a vibrant cast makes for a charming 
read about finding who and what really matters in life. (Fiction. 
14-18)

I HAVE SOMETHING TO TELL 
YOU―FOR YOUNG ADULTS
A Memoir
Buttigieg, Chasten
Atheneum (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781665904377  

The husband of the first out gay 
presidential candidate to win a statewide 
election during the presidential nomi-
nation process describes the difficul-

ties he faced growing up as a gay kid in conservative Northern 
Michigan.

Born in 1989 and raised near Traverse City with no gay role 
models except the ones he saw on TV, Buttigieg was steeped in 
a rural, Christian, predominantly White Republican culture in 

which being gay was considered evil and disgusting. Although 
his teachers called him “eccentric” and “unique,” it wasn’t 
until middle school that Buttigieg began to realize he was gay. 
As a teen, he endured bullying—name-calling and physical 
assault—despite trying hard to meet the standards of accept-
able masculinity in his community. It wasn’t until a life-chang-
ing year in Germany as an exchange student that he began to 
learn self-acceptance. Buttigieg’s voice is clear and honest as 
he recounts the shame he internalized, his struggle to claim a 
proud, gay identity, and the challenges he faced while complet-
ing his college degree. In this adaptation of his 2020 memoir 
for adult readers, Buttigieg focuses mostly on his youth and not 
on his adult life with Mayor Pete. Scenes of both trauma and 
happiness come to life through his descriptive prose. Through-
out, Buttigieg offers advice, such as how to resist comparisons 
that make us feel inadequate, think about supporting others by 
being an ally, and choose a post–high school path.

A hopeful memoir for teens struggling to fit in and feel safe. 
(photographs, reflection questions, Trevor Project informa-
tion) (Memoir. 12-18)

LOST IN TAIWAN
Crilley, Mark
Little, Brown (256 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 23, 2023
9781368040990  

A grumpy teen finds himself lost in 
an unfamiliar city when his phone breaks. 

It’s been four days since Paul, a White 
American boy, arrived in Taiwan to visit 
Theo, his older brother who is teaching 
there, and he has shown no interest in 

sightseeing. Instead, he’s remained in Theo’s apartment, eating 
takeout from McDonald’s and playing games on his phone. Paul 
finally ventures out when a friend tells him about an exclusive 
video game console, but when he arrives at the store after a long 
and winding journey through the city, the item turns out to be 
a knockoff child’s toy. To make matters worse, Paul then drops 
his phone in a gutter, rendering it unusable. With no access to 
online maps and no comprehension of Chinese, Paul despairs 
of ever getting back. Fortunately, he’s approached by Peijing, a 
friendly English-speaking Taiwanese girl who offers to take Paul 
with her on some errands around the city in hopes that he’ll rec-
ognize a street or landmark. Along the way, Peijing introduces 
Paul to the local culture and cuisine and even teaches him a few 
words in Mandarin. The story’s sincere message of broadening 
cultural horizons is accompanied by detailed illustrations that 
resemble pencil line art and watercolor washes. The images and 
stylized onomatopoeic sound effects capture the atmosphere of 
Changbei, a fictional city whose portrayal strongly and vividly 
evokes metropolitan areas of Taiwan. 

A visual love letter to Taiwan. (author’s note) (Graphic fiction. 
12-18)

“A charming read about finding what really matters in life.”
lose you to find me
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PICTURE-PERFECT 
BOYFRIEND
Dean, Becky
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  May 23, 2023
9780593569917  

When her imaginary boyfriend appears 
in real life, an aspiring photographer must 
be honest with her family—and herself—
about her dreams and ambitions.

When Kenzie Reed arrives in Maui 
with her family for vacation, her boyfriend, Jacob Miller, is at 
the airport to surprise her. He’s cute and fun and knows all about 
her, but there’s one big problem: She made him up. Knowing 
that her parents would be happier if she were more like her 
sister, Alana—organized, serious, dating the right kind of guy, 
and preparing to join the family optometry practice—Kenzie 
quashed the exuberant parts of herself, including her love of 
nature photography, and invented a boring, stable long-distance 

boyfriend. Her parents have been very happy with the changes 
she’s made, but now that her formerly imaginary boyfriend 
is somehow there in the flesh, she knows time is running out 
until her lies are revealed. But who is this Fake Jacob? Despite 
this mystery, the time she spends with him makes her realize 
that she misses being impulsive, joyful, and creative and that 
being truthful about who she is is the only way forward. Ken-
zie’s dilemma will resonate with teens trying to balance others’ 
expectations with their own interests and desires. Main charac-
ters are cued White.

The balmy setting and sweet developing relationship will 
appeal to teen romance fans. (Romance. 12-18)
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Saints of the Household (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
March 28) by Ari Tison is a bold, innovative debut and a 
love letter to her BriBri heritage. It follows Indigenous 
Costa Rican brothers Jay and Max, who are growing up 
in Minnesota under the burden of their White father’s 
violence. Jay’s chapters are narrated in powerful prose vi-
gnettes; Max’s are told in evocative verse. BriBri stories 
are interspersed, adding even more richness to the novel. 
When the book opens, the brothers face disciplinary ac-
tion and mandated counseling for assaulting their cousin 
Nicole’s boyfriend after he threatened her. Jay and Max 
cope very differently with conflicting demands: protect-
ing their mother from their father’s assaults, juggling 
school commitments, planning for life after high school, 
and wrestling with inner fears about their own behav-

ior and their father’s legacy. These differences strain the 
boys’ relationship at a time when they need each other 
more than ever. Tison spoke with us over Zoom from her 
home in rural Wisconsin; the conversation has been ed-
ited for length and clarity. 

Why did you choose to write for teens?
The voices just came as teenagers, though I’ve had plenty of 
adults read the book and feel like they saw themselves. [For] 
a lot of us who are trauma survivors, YA books can be heal-
ing; there’s a lot of meaning to the genre because of its ability 
to do that. I think the world of YA and what it can do.

Can you talk more about healing and what you hope 
readers will take away?
One of the things I set out to do with this book was to 
recognize that healing after trauma takes a long time, and 
sometimes stuff shows up when you think you’re safe. The 
boys experience something really hard in the middle of the 
book, and what comes after all that is not easy: There’s trauma 
and PTSD and situational depression and all these things that now 
we have to work through? I thought I just got through this! But 
it’s the truth, right? It’s just the way it is. For young people 
to know that is good. As a teenager, I wish I had known that 
things are not easy, but there are resources—community, 
art, faith, kinship—to guide us along the way. And that’s my 
hope for the reader.

Grandpa Fernando is such a wonderful presence, a 
grounding, caring figure who connects the boys to their 
BriBri culture, stories, and language. Was this relation-
ship inspired by your own life?
My dad passed last year, but we used to talk for hours about 
why we loved being Indigenous: We know the stories of our 
places, our locations. There are stories behind everything, 

M
argo W

inter

WORDS WITH…  

ari tison
A debut coming-of-age novel by this Indigenous author explores family, 
trauma, and art
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and so you can’t help but love and care and want to protect 
[them]; you have this connection. The butterflies have a sto-
ry, the rocks have a story, the mountain does—the mark on 
the mountain does. 

My dad was orphaned at a young age, and he ended up 
on a student visa in a Mennonite community in Ohio—a 
wild transition! I grew up without BriBri grandparents. I’ve 
got BriBri aunts and uncles still living that I adore and love 
to learn from, but as a child I didn’t have access to my el-
ders in that way. For this book it was beautiful to start think-
ing, what would that space have looked like? It’s wishful but also 
healing, a lovely little capsule of wisdom and perspective. 

I am incredibly proud of the ways that we have protect-
ed our language: Most BriBris speak BriBri, which is wild 
considering colonization. It’s a privilege as a Native nation 
to be able to speak our language; it gives me a lot of hope. 
We’re just starting to bring back our naming, which is really 
quite a beautiful thing. 

What are your thoughts on writing for an audience that 
mostly will not be familiar with BriBri culture? 
There’s only five of us that live here, so I joke: If I sell 
more than five books, most of my audience [will be] non- 
BriBri people. There’s a lot of grace that we give up front, 
and we’re willing to share: My mentor [Mainor Ortiz] is su-
per giving. He got here a couple of years ago, and the first 
thing he did was teach a community class on BriBri culture, 
literature, and language. I took my dad and my brother, so 
there were 4 out of 5 BriBris there, but there were other 
people there too—it wasn’t just us, and I think about that 
when I write. Of course, there’s Indigenous knowledge 
that I don’t share, things that I know that are secret. With 
the stories [in the book that have] never been translated 
into English before, that’s a gift to the reader but also, in 
turn, it’s a way for me to document things for future Bri-
Bris in the U.S. and people who might not have access to 
Spanish and BriBri as well. I get excited thinking, my son’s 
going be able to read it; that means something to me. So I’ve 
done the work of thinking about my people but also think-
ing about my reader. I hope both can exist, but it was a 
weird space to be in at the beginning: Who’s going to even 
read this? But then I was reminded, Ari, you’ve read books 
that have nothing to do with your people, and they’ve influenced 
you and grown you and shaped you. So why couldn’t stories about 
BriBris do that, too?

Max’s paintings play such a pivotal role in his charac-
ter’s arc, and the power of his voice, presented in po-

etry, adds so much to the novel. I understand you write 
poetry and paint as well.
My husband introduced me to painting, and that really got 
me thinking because I was pushing myself in a different art 
form. Painting is a lot more abstract, and I think it mirrors 
poetry in that way. I always get jazzed about hybridity, but I 
always want to make sure that it serves the book. That was 
really a compelling part about Max, that he had an art form 
that I was new to. I loved getting to listen to the Tate Mu-
seum’s archives of artists talking about their work—they 
sounded like poets! So it was really fun to capture Max’s 
rhetoric: What is art causing him to think about?

I was intrigued by the centering of boys’ voices in a 
story that explores, among other things, the impact of 
violence against women.
I think as a creative writer, I needed some distance from my 
characters in order to enter into the story. But just like any 
work of fiction, the cool thing is that we get to try to put on 
the mind of somebody else. It made me think about com-
munity, what happens when different abuses rub up against 
each other, and our BriBri stories about our own survival 
and our own monsters. I didn’t switch genders purposefully, 
but I think it brought out a lot of nuances that I had to ex-
plore.

Saints of the Household received a starred review in the Jan. 15, 
2023, issue. 
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ANDY WARHOL & JEAN-
MICHEL BASQUIAT
Ferretti de Blonay, Francesca
Illus. by Bernat Velo
Trans. by Laura McGloughlin
Orange Mosquito (44 pp.) 
$16.95  |  April 25, 2023
9781914519796 
Series: Team Up 

The instantly recognizable iconogra-
phies of Andy Warhol and Jean-Michel 

Basquiat showcased in an illustrated dual biography.
The two artists’ 1980s collaboration when they were at 

largely different stages of their professional lives generated 
more than 100 pieces that represent an impactful relationship 
for both, informed by shared creativity yet divergent lives. This 
translated import from Spain contextualizes their meeting in 
broad strokes. The book focuses largely on the East Village 
despite Basquiat’s Brooklyn origins and the citywide ubiquity 
of his tag, SAMO. The 1980s setting is evoked by assorted 
trivia about things like the Walkman, Chernobyl, and Madonna. 
Years before their official introduction, 18-year-old Basquiat 
approached the already-famous senior artist before being physi-
cally turned away by an associate of Warhol’s, an anecdote that 
highlights the power imbalance embedded in their relationship 
that is not explicitly explored in this visually attractive but ulti-
mately superficial work. While the pair are depicted reacting 
to the lukewarm reception of their collaboration by the press, 
as well as to matters of race, wealth, and exploitation in the art 
world, Warhol’s stature at the time and the posthumous atten-
tion to Basquiat’s career and life underpin this book’s stylized 
focus on the two but are insufficiently addressed. Still, this 
remains an adequate introduction to its subjects despite lacking 
source notes and being at its best when presenting individual 
pieces of art, not the individuals themselves. 

A serviceable introduction that can’t stand on its own. 
(glossary, key dates) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

JOHN LENNON & YOKO ONO
Ferretti de Blonay, Francesca
Illus. by Carmen Casado
Trans. by Laura McGloughlin
Orange Mosquito (44 pp.) 
$16.95  |  April 25, 2023
9781914519741 
Series: Team Up 

An introduction to the life and times 
of John Lennon and Yoko Ono. 

This large-format book      bursting 
with color harkens back to the psychedelic 1960s using an 
understated yet vibrant palette and a style resembling lino-
leum printing. Each spread features a collage of images that 
reflect information presented in small blocks of exclamation 
mark–laden text under simple headings. The book is organized 

into spreads, with introductory topics including “England” and 
“Themes,” then overviews of Ono’s and Lennon’s lives and cre-
ative work, followed by the story of their relationship. With few 
blocks of text on each spread, the ideas presented are highly 
curated and vaguely broad, creating questions in readers’ minds 
about what was left out. For example, “John was tormented by 
fears about his romantic fusion with Yoko, and he began to make 
all sorts of mistakes, putting his marriage at risk.” There are also 
holes in the historical presentation, and what is included feels 
too complimentary to be completely objective (regarding the 
lyric, “all you need is love,” the author writes, “It sounded great, 
and what’s more, it was true!”) The main narrative is followed by 
famous quotes from both subjects, descriptions of one creative 
work apiece, thumbnail portraits of artistic contemporaries and 
friends (all male save Cynthia Powell, John’s first wife), a glos-
sary, and a timeline. There is no bibliography or source notes.

Enthusiastic but perplexing. (Nonfiction. 12-18)

MIGHT AS WELL BE DEAD
Goldblatt, Mark
Phoenix Press (214 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  May 5, 2023
9781949515510  

A girlfriend, a gay best friend, and an 
imaginary companion provide company 
and distraction for a teenager experienc-
ing repressed trauma.

Beginning with the book’s title and 
the appearance of a dapper, spectral 

gent named Winston Ono on the first page, Goldblatt makes 
good on his claim at the outset that John, Paul, George, and 
Ringo are all over this exercise in misdirection. Not that the 
many embedded Fab Four riffs add anything significant beyond 
opportunities for readers to feel clever for spotting them. His 
mom may be just a voice on the phone and his dad an emotional 
wreck, but David Salmon keeps up a semblance of normalcy 
as he drifts between home and his Flushing, Queens, middle 
school—hanging out with secretive BFF Hector Caban, strug-
gling to keep pace with aggressive and easily offended classmate 
Minnie Drugas, and getting used to having Winston suddenly 
pop up in his bedroom or out on the street to deliver vague, 
evasive comments. As it eventually turns out, there has been a 
tragic family event…but since the author studiously avoids hav-
ing anyone mention it and provides only deliberately misleading 
hints, when David does at last reveal its nature with a sudden 
meltdown, it seems to come out of nowhere. An assurance 
thereafter that now it’s going to be “getting so much better” has, 
at best, a tinny ring. The main cast presents White.

A long and winding road to a botched surprise: Look else-
where for satisfaction. (Fantasy. 12-15)

http://kirkus.com




1 5 2   |   1 5  m a r c h  2 0 2 3   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

STRANGE ALLIANCES
Jun, Nie
Trans. by Edward Gauvin with Helen Chao
Graphic Universe (136 pp.) 
$29.32  |  May 2, 2023
9781541597853 
Series: Seekers of the Aweto, 2 

A second series entry introduces 
many new faces in this graphic fantasy 
translated from Chinese. 

A brief prologue explains the context 
for the events taking place immediately after what happened 
in The Hunt Is On (2021), as the allure of the mystical aweto, 
strongest of the plantlike chadolo deities, leads brothers Qiliu 
and Xinyue to split up and pursue their own journeys. Younger 
sibling Xinyue has been healed from his brother’s attack by 
the aweto Kshana. He and Kshana find themselves under the 
care of a lost apprentice monk named Miaodeng, who begs 
to join them. Despite the dangers, Xinyue reluctantly allows 
Miaodeng to follow along. Older brother Qiliu, meanwhile, 
wakes up with no memories, unaware that his taking his 
brother’s life in the previous volume has led to his losing his 
soul. Wandering in a daze, he runs into Ashmi, a Sanamo war-
rior, and they head toward the Forest of Poison Mists. Xinyue 
is now reluctantly accompanying Princess Anxi and her caravan, 
while Qiliu and the Sanamo are coerced by men who are seeking 
Kshana. The ending teases another entry. The story is action-
packed, but the sheer number of new characters and challenges 
occasionally disrupts the flow. A highlight is the beautiful water-
color artwork that conveys a strong sense of movement. Light 
background washes of color are pleasing to the eye, while pops 
of more saturated tones add emphasis.

A roller-coaster ride that is at times overwhelming. (char-
acter guide, map) (Graphic fantasy. 12-18)

FAKE DATES AND 
MOONCAKES
Lee, Sher
Underlined (272 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  May 16, 2023
9780593569955  

Two teens come together over food 
and family.

Seventeen-year-old Dylan Tang meets 
heartbreakingly handsome Theo Somers 
during an unpleasantly memorable inci-

dent: He makes a delivery from his Aunt Jade’s Singaporean 
Chinese takeout spot to Theo’s friend Adrian, who goes ballis-
tic over a minor error. Theo’s there, and he tries to defuse the 
conflict, but the last thing Dylan expects is to see him turn up 
at Wok Warriors and rave over the xiao long bao. Even more 
unlikely? The two of them riding around Chinatown in Theo’s 
Ferrari taste testing mooncakes. Dylan entered the Mid-
Autumn Festival mooncake-making contest, a competition for 

teens hosted by a Malaysian celebrity chef. He hopes a win will 
bring in a much-needed financial boost for his aunt’s business. 
Meanwhile, Theo uses subterfuge to send $5,000 from a fake 
grant program to help Wok Warriors. In return, Dylan agrees to 
join Theo at his cousin’s Hamptons wedding as his pretend boy-
friend: Theo’s family will stop trying to matchmake for him, and 
they’ll be even. Spending more time with Theo does not help to 
squash Dylan’s budding crush, but can they date for real with all 
the family drama the glitz and glam brings? Debut novelist Lee 
presents a rom-com romp full of meddling and hijinks. Foodies 
will have lots to savor, and cultural heritage and appreciation 
are at the forefront too, as Theo, who has a White father and a 
mom from Hong Kong, is eager to reconnect with his Chinese 
heritage.

Sweet-filled fun. (Romance. 12-18)

THE LAST ONE TO FALL
Lepore, Gabriella
Inkyard Press (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781335915863  

Urgent messages lead two friends to 
the site of a murder.

When one member of a group of 
high school students is killed at an aban-
doned warehouse in their seaside town, 
his fellow classmates have boatloads of 

motives—and few have alibis. This teen suspense pick is divided 
into sections taking place before and after the crime. It also fea-
tures dual first-person narrators: Savana Caruso, a high schooler 
who moved to town with her mom several years ago after her 
parents divorced, and Jesse Melo, her next-door neighbor and 
crush who has a troubled family of his own. After receiving a 
cryptic text asking for help that seems to be from Jesse, Savana 
heads out at night to the warehouse her classmates used as a 
summer party spot and is shocked when she sees someone fall-
ing from a window several floors aboveground. Jesse went to 
the warehouse after receiving a mysterious message of his own. 
Savana and Jesse, both of whom are suspects, decide to work 
together to try to catch the killer. The book’s format includes 
police memos, online messages, audio recording transcripts, 
and other documents that play a role in the case. This variety, 
along with the fast pace—the narrative hits the ground running 
from the first page—will maintain readers’ interest and keep 
the pages turning as they try to guess what really happened on 
that fatal night. Most characters read White.

A one-sitting read for teens who love a whodunit. (Mystery. 
13-18)
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FOREVER IS NOW 
Lockington, Mariama J.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(416 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 23, 2023
9780374388881  

In the aftermath of yet another inci-
dent of police brutality, a teen tries to 
find her way forward.

Sadie was already managing general-
ized anxiety when, while being dumped 

by the girlfriend who made her feel safe, she witnesses police 
violently attacking another Black girl. The events trigger a 
debilitating panic that prevents her from leaving home, even 
to attend the protest that she wants to participate in. Instead 
of spending the summer interning at the local creative writ-
ing center, Sadie has to relearn how to exist in the world as a 
bisexual Black person with anxiety and agoraphobia and, even-
tually, how to use her voice, find joy, and move beyond the safety 
of her home. Despite the physically contained setting of the 
majority of the book—Sadie initially struggles to even reach 
the backyard—her Oakland, California, community is richly 
and authentically textured, with most of the characters cued 
as Black or brown. Verse narration is intercut with text from 
Sadie’s social media posts, effectively capturing the nature of 
contemporary organizing and community-building. Nuanced 
depictions of intercommunity tensions—between Sadie’s 
empathetic dad and her brusque mom, between her bold, activ-
ist, nonbinary best friend and her tentative, Black transracial 
adoptee new crush—help propel the narrative. Lockington’s 
real achievement here, though, is the tenderness with which 
she captures the utter vulnerability, strength, and beauty of a 

“sad, anxious Black girl.”
Intimately and immensely powerful. (Verse fiction. 12-18)

BEAUTY REBORN
Lowham, Elizabeth
Shadow Mountain (208 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781639931064  

This retelling of “Beauty and the 
Beast” adds a #MeToo backstory.

Youngest, brightest, and prettiest 
of three sisters, Beauty is beloved by 
her brother and widowed father. Her 
sisters aren’t fans—especially jealous 

Astra, whom Beauty ridicules. When their father’s financial 
losses force the family to downsize to a run-down cottage 
near an enchanted forest, Beauty’s relieved—she has her rea-
sons. Caught in a storm while hunting in the forest, her father 
stumbles upon a mysterious castle where he’s magically fed and 
housed for the night, but when he plucks a rose in the garden for 
Beauty, despite a sign forbidding it, the Beast appears, demand-
ing his life as payment; instead, Beauty takes his place. The 

castle—more sanctuary than prison and thick with enchant-
ments—intrigues her, as does the shy, smitten Beast she teaches 
to read in the castle library. A parallel plot addresses why Beauty 
longs to leave her old life behind (it’s no fairy tale) in suspense-
building flashbacks. The book’s soul-searching, cautionary 
realism doesn’t fit comfortably with the didactic clarity and 
black-and-white ethics of fairy tales, but despite the stylistic 
disconnect, Beauty herself is an intriguing, well-crafted original, 
her story building on the tale’s perennial theme of consent: She 
goes willingly to a Beast who does not force her into marriage 
though his life and humanity depend on it. In that respect, this 
iteration does not disappoint. Characters present White.

Readers who appreciate narrative risk-taking are well 
served. (Fantasy. 13-18)

ALL THE DEAD 
LIE DOWN 
McCauley, Kyrie
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780063242982  

An odd house, a family haunted 
by secrets, and the girl who arrives to 
unravel it all. 

Since her mother’s recent tragic 
death, 17-year-old Marin Blythe is all alone in the world, without 
a place to live or any money to support herself. A lifeline comes 
through an invitation from famous horror writer Alice Lovelace, 
her mom’s old childhood friend, who offers Marin room and 
board in her remote house in Maine in exchange for taking care 
of her younger children, Thea and Wren, while she finishes her 
latest novel. But from the moment she arrives, Marin notices 
something is off at Lovelace House, from Alice’s strangely dis-
connected behavior and the kids’ increasingly unkind pranks 
to the house’s secret corners and the dead, mutilated animals 
that appear everywhere. It’s only when Evie, Alice’s beautiful 
teen daughter, comes home from school that Marin slowly finds 
the answers she is looking for and starts to fall in love—just as 
events spiral out of control. This gothic story merges horror 
and a lovely queer romance with a helping of the fantastical in 
what is ultimately a story about grieving, secrets, and belong-
ing. Marin’s yearning for a place to belong informs most of the 
narrative, which starts off with her as the outsider looking in 
but shifts as she slowly but surely carves her way into becoming 
part of the family in unexpected ways. Main characters are cued 
White. 

Beautiful and textured. (Gothic romance. 14-18)

“Merges horror and a lovely queer romance with the fantastical.”
all the dead lie down
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VENOM & VOW
McLemore, Anna-Marie & Elliott 
McLemore
Feiwel & Friends (336 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 16, 2023
9781250822239  

Two trans teens find each other and 
themselves in this romantic fantasy for 
fans of Kristin Cashore’s Graceling and 
A.R. Capetta’s The Brilliant Death. 

Bigender Val has always felt like both 
a boy and a girl: Valencia, a lady-in-waiting in Eliana’s court, and 
Gael, a knife-wielding boy assassin. Cade isn’t sure who he is 
anymore: Having transitioned and gone stealth, he has no inter-
est in the throne but frequently doubles for his brother, Patrick, 
Adare’s reluctant prince. Val and Cade are enemies, both con-
vinced they saw the other curse their families into an enchanted 
sleep that escalated their nations’ long-running war. When roy-
alty from both sides agree to pursue diplomacy, Cade and Val 
are reluctantly—and then not-so-reluctantly—thrust into each 
other’s orbits. Although readers will root for Val and Cade as 
individuals and partners, the kingdoms’ underdeveloped magic 
systems and ever present yet lightly explored conflict can make 
it difficult to be invested in the enemies portion of their ene-
mies-to-lovers romance. The nations of Eliana and Adare are 
inspired by Mexico and Ireland, respectively. Val uses a cane due 
to scoliosis and hypermobility, and Cade has a staff, which helps 
with walking following a war injury to his knee. Refreshingly, 
their disabilities are woven into every part of their narratives, 
including highly compelling fight scenes. Although secondary 
characters feel less fleshed out, there are many queer secondary 
characters, including an entire transmasc abbey with a binder 
business. 

Outstanding transgender and disabled representation 
shines through despite less robust worldbuilding. (Fantasy. 
13-18)

YOUR PLANTATION 
PROM IS NOT OKAY
McWilliams, Kelly
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780316449939  

High school senior Harriet Douglass 
lives on a former plantation in Louisiana. 

Westwood is an outlier in the area, 
not only because it is owned by Black 
people, but also because it’s not a bed-

and-breakfast: Harriet and her parents moved to the former 
sugar cane plantation when she was 9 and restored it into a 
museum honoring the enslaved people who lived and worked 
there. Harriet loves being a tour guide teaching visitors the hard 
truth about Westwood, even when the weight of its tragic his-
tory takes an emotional toll on her. Since her mom’s death from 

cancer, Harriet has also had trouble regulating her emotions, 
and when her “rage monster” shows up, she blacks out and loses 
control. Her temper has led her to distance herself even from 
those closest to her, but when a White actor buys the plantation 
next door—turning it into a wedding venue—Harriet needs 
help from friends. First, a celebrity wedding is scheduled and 
then her prom is booked there. Harriet decides to use social 
media to fight back and spread the truth about plantations. 
McWilliams’ portrayal of grief is well written and appropri-
ately nuanced; readers will feel angry and sad and will cheer for 
Harriet all at the same time. The book’s confrontation of the 
romanticization of plantations and present-day medical neglect 
of the Black community is not only important, but necessary. 

An emotional exploration of the continued impact Ameri-
ca’s racist history has on contemporary society. (author’s note) 
(Fiction. 12-18)

THE WEIGHT OF EVERYTHING
Mickelson, Marcia Argueta
Carolrhoda (240 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781728475356  

After her mother’s death and father’s 
breakdown, Sarah must balance house-
hold responsibilities and taking care of 
her little brother with attending a new 
school.

Seventeen-year-old San Antonio teen 
Sarah Mosley’s life in the six months since her mother died has 
been full of changes. A visual artist, she had to give up her spot 
at an Austin boarding school for the fine arts to move home 
and act as the primary caregiver for her precocious 8-year-old 
brother, Steven. Since her grief-stricken, hard-drinking White 
father lost his job as a university professor, Sarah has spent time 
selling custom drawings on Etsy to earn extra money for the 
family budget. At her new high school, Sarah decides to take 
Spanish to connect with her Mexican and Guatemalan maternal 
heritage, and she meets handsome and attentive David Garza, 
who’s immediately drawn to her. Despite their mutual attrac-
tion, Sarah feels too overwhelmed with family responsibilities 
to seriously consider romance. A highlight of the story is Sarah’s 
decision to base an art project on her family’s personal connec-
tion to her mother’s favorite Diego Rivera painting. The narra-
tive lovingly conveys the pivotal role older siblings can play after 
a parent’s death and weaves in Sarah’s new interest in Guatema-
lan history and social activism in an organic manner. 

A thoughtful and substantive story about loss, cultural 
discovery, and first love. (author’s note, discussion questions) 
(Fiction. 12-18)

“Thoughtful and substantive.”
the weight of everything
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THE RULES OF US
Nissley, Jennifer
Labyrinth Road (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 9, 2023
9780593484890
9780593484906 PLB  

A girl’s plans for college, love, and the 
future are derailed.

Jillian always has a plan: She knows 
she and her boyfriend, Henry, will win 
scholarships for New York state stu-

dents that will allow them to attend college together, study 
video game design, and found the ultimate video game company. 
But instead of enjoying the night of their junior prom, Jillian 
and Henry come out to each other as gay. Jillian implements a 
new set of rules to keep their future on track—after all, they’re 
still best friends, and their academic and career goals haven’t 
changed. But when the scholarship committee requires supple-
mental evidence showing their well-roundedness, Henry enrolls 
in Mandarin at a community college, and Jillian joins crew—and 
in the process, they both develop new romantic entanglements. 
Jillian’s narrative voice is engaging, depicting her complex and 
evolving relationships and self-image despite her strict self-
moderation. The discussions of labels for sexuality, developing 
independent selves, and exploring a variety of relationships are 
mature and subtle. Similarly, Jillian’s blinkered reactions to Hen-
ry’s own evolution are empathetically and realistically depicted 
as he deals with subjects such as his anxiety and connection to 
his Korean heritage (Jillian is White). The exploration of both 
main characters’ family issues is well done. The queer romances 
are sweet and slow burn, but they form the background to Jil-
lian’s internal struggles. 

A heartfelt journey into a teen’s emotional and internal 
evolution. (Fiction. 14-18)

EVERY GIFT A CURSE
O’Donoghue, Caroline
Walker US/Candlewick (432 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 9, 2023
978-1-5362-2840-3 
Series: The Gifts, 3 

Magic and the bonds of friendship 
are put to the test in this conclusion to a 
trilogy set in the town of Kilbeg, Ireland.

Having figured out the evil work-
ings of the cultlike fundamentalist Chil-

dren of Brigid, Maeve, Lily, Roe, and Fiona are still uneasy with 
Aaron, one of the Children’s former leaders, even as first-person 
narrator Maeve is continually aware that she seems to be bound 
to him through her magic. This strains her relationship with 
Roe, her genderqueer love interest, just as their music career 
seems to be setting off on a promising trajectory (and as Roe 
begins to embrace using they/them pronouns). Further, Maeve’s 
overwhelming bouts of rage, in which she seemingly loses 

control of her magic, lead to problems between her, Fiona, and 
Lily. Readers will be swept up both by interesting magical ele-
ments, such as Fiona’s communication with her familiar, a mag-
pie named Paolo, and the more ordinary, recognizable details 
of the changes experienced by a group of teens on the cusp of 
adulthood. This appealing blend of realism and the paranormal 
and the evolution of each of the characters in their own rights 
is as satisfying as the final reckoning with the Housekeeper, the 
seemingly malevolent magical entity that has plagued them 
from the beginning. Most main characters are White; Fiona is 
Filipina and White.

A smartly plotted end to an emotionally engaging fantasy. 
(Paranormal. 14-18)

INSOMNIACS AFTER SCHOOL
Ojiro, Makoto
VIZ Media (192 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781974736577 
Series: Insomniacs After School, 1 

Two insomniacs in Japan develop an 
unusual friendship.

Nakami’s high school’s now-defunct 
astronomy club is the subject of rumors 
involving unrequited love, tragic deaths, 

and subsequent hauntings, but Nakami doesn’t believe in ghosts. 
He just wants to find somewhere quiet to nap—he’s stuck in 
a cycle of insomnia that’s leaving him exhausted and bad-
tempered. But since he isn’t scared of the supposedly haunted 
observatory, he’s pushed by his classmates to fetch some sup-
plies from a storage cupboard located there. In the process, he 
discovers that it could actually be a very nice secret hideout if 
not for the fact that there’s somebody else there already. Magari 
is like him: an insomniac hellbent on not letting other people 
know that she can’t sleep. After she admits that she was the 
one who made up the ghost story to keep others out of her pri-
vate napping place, they decide to split the space so they can 
both use it. Their unlikely friendship starts to develop when 
they meet outside of school to spend sleepless nights venturing 
around town. They become close as they share personal stories, 
bring in furniture to make the room more comfortable, and are 
even joined by a cat. With adorable illustrations, this slice-of-
life story with a dash of romance following two teens brought 
together by secrets is a short and accessible treat. 

A sweet, guaranteed feel-good read. (Manga. 13-18)
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BIG BAD ME
O’Loughlin, Aislinn
Little Island (320 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9781915071040  

Sisters go searching for their missing 
mom and wind up in a small Canadian 
town where paranormal danger lurks.

Evie is 15 when she learns she doesn’t 
actually have an extremely rare form of 
diabetes. Her adoptive mom and sister, 

Kate, used that story as a cover to give her medication to sup-
press her paranormal side: She’s actually a werewolf, just like her 
biological parents. When the sisters stop hearing from their 
mom during her travels, they head to Brightside, her last known 
whereabouts. Soon, they learn that in Brightside many people 
have gone missing or been murdered, and werewolves aren’t the 
only supernatural beings out there. Evie’s and Kate’s conversa-
tional and quippy first-person narratives alternate in short chap-
ters, often ending with cliffhangers. The characters are funny 
and charming, but there isn’t a whole lot of depth or growth; the 
story is more focused on the exciting action and mystery than 
the characters’ interiority. Still, both sisters get cute romance 
subplots (Evie’s is featured more prominently), and their sis-
terly bond is endearing. The worldbuilding is simple but effec-
tive, and the writing style skews more toward the younger range 
of YA, but there’s also a maturity to the story that is firmly 
intended for teens. Several pop-culture references, from Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer to Frozen, give nods to the book’s inspirations. 
Characters are cued White; Kate is bisexual.

Straightforward supernatural fun. (Paranormal. 13-16)

THE SONG OF WRATH
Raughley, Sarah
McElderry (432 pp.) 
$21.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781534453593 
Series: Bones of Ruin Trilogy, 2 

After discovering her true identity, a 
young Black woman brought to England 
by a slave trader must contend with the 
responsibilities of possessing the power 
to forge her future. 

This sequel to Bones of Ruin (2021) begins in 1884 London 
with an unsettled Iris trying to gather information regarding 
her newly discovered identity as a Hiva—an immortal, all-pow-
erful being capable of destroying worlds. The alternating third-
person narration brings in wealthy White Adam’s detached and 
calculating perspective as he attempts to salvage his ruined 
plans and make Iris into his tool. Readers also meet Fables, a 
White-passing biracial man in Oklahoma, who follows a differ-
ent Hiva. The information Iris seeks sets her on a far-reaching 
journey across Paris, the open seas, the Kingdom of Dahomey, 
and the site of an ancient civilization. Along the way, she must 

continually reconcile with her deepest desire to live in peace 
(with or without her powers) or succumb to what everyone 
believes is her ultimate purpose. Iris’ plight brings together a 
diverse range of characters old and new, culminating in a shock-
ing cliffhanger that will have readers looking forward to the 
trilogy’s conclusion. The straightforward writing examines the 
intersection of race and gender and how they can affect power 
as Iris battles influences from every direction. While there are 
plenty of action-packed scenes and detailed descriptions of 
deaths, some readers may struggle with the narrative’s repeti-
tive nature. 

Despite its length, a largely thrilling read. (Historical fantasy. 
14-18)

FOUR FOUND DEAD
Richards, Natalie D.
Sourcebooks Fire (336 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-72821-581-5  

It’s closing night for the Riverview 
Theater—and four employees will be 
found dead in the morning.

The eight people working that eve-
ning are finishing up their last shift 
before the Ohio mall is closed down and 

completely refurbished. Before leaving, they need to get their 
phones and keys from the manager’s safe, but this routine does 
not unfold as usual. Their manager, Clayton, is as harsh and 
angry as ever, but Jo gets the sense that something is wrong: It 
turns out he has brought a gun to work, concealed in his waist-
band. And then the lights go out, the panicked workers dis-
cover all the exits are locked or boarded over for construction 
prep, and everyone is trapped inside with no way out. Despite 
the promising setup, the story goes on for too long, with some 
chapters feeling like filler instead of propelling the action. Jo’s 
first-person narration is effectively supplemented with news 
clippings and emails. The book features supporting characters 
who are racially diverse and fairly well developed; protagonist 
Jo is a White girl whose personal history of trauma is slowly 
revealed. Given the title, it’s clear from the outset that half the 
major characters will not make it out alive, but the central mys-
tery of why they die may be obvious early on to astute readers.

An overly long thriller. (Thriller. 14-18)
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LION’S LEGACY
Rosen, L.C.
Union Square & Co. (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
9781454948056 
Series: Tennessee Russo, 1 

A 17-year-old treasure hunter reunites 
with his estranged father to uncover a 
buried relic of queer history. 

Tennessee Russo, a White, Jewish 
boy, used to live for the thrill of adventur-

ing side by side with his archaeologist father for their popular 
TV documentary series. Together, they solved puzzles, evaded 
deadly traps, and witnessed real magic (edited out of their show 
for believability). However, their relationship changed when 
Tennessee realized his father wasn’t returning the artifacts 
they found to their owners but selling them to museums for 
profit. After Tennessee confronted him, his father abandoned 
him in Japan, and they haven’t spoken in two years. As much 
as he misses the bond and the excitement, Tennessee never 
intends to adventure again…until his father shows up without 
warning, offering apologies, promises, and an irresistible invi-
tation to join him on a hunt for the magic rings of the Sacred 
Band of Thebes, an army of gay couples established circa 379 
B.C.E. Finding the rings means more to Tennessee than chas-
ing adrenaline; it’s an opportunity to show the world proof that 
queer people have always existed. This action-packed adven-
ture inspired by history and legend engages in a conflict-driven 
exploration of the ethics of archaeology. Tennessee grapples 
with tangled emotions about his relationship with his father, 
his longing for community, and what it means to be in love. The 
world around Tennessee is broadly diverse, including casual, 
positive representation of fat love interests. 

An entertaining, emotional rush tackling critical subjects. 
(discussion questions, author’s note) (Fiction. 13-18)

NO PERFECT PLACES
Salvatore, Steven
Bloomsbury (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 30, 2023
9781547611072  

Twin siblings Olly and Alex Brucke 
face personal demons when their incar-
cerated father passes away.

The summer before their senior 
year of high school, Olly and Alex’s 
well-known tech CEO father dies from 

a heart attack while still in prison. But before he dies, he tells 
Olly not to tell his sister about their secret half brother. Tyler 
Dell, who is two years older than the twins, sent a letter that 
Olly intercepted and kept from his sister. A year later, Alex is 
mired in an abusive relationship with a rich-boy drug dealer, 
and while Olly is coping, he’s still tangled in his father’s lies. The 
narrative, which alternates between the two siblings, tackles 

big themes, mostly with a light hand. The twins must wrestle 
with the injustice of the prison system while also confronting 
their father’s guilt and their family’s White privilege. They 
also have to reconcile loving their father with the fact that he 
committed fraud, evaded taxes, and embezzled funds and was 
emotionally abusive toward their mother. Olly’s gender identity 
and sexuality are included seamlessly, not the focus of the story 
but making a genuine impact. However, the intimate details of 
Olly and his boyfriend Khalid Zaid’s sex life shift the tone and 
feel like they were dropped in from another book. This intense, 
dramatic novel that explores complicated relationships, coping 
with adversity, and the fallout of keeping secrets will appeal to 
readers who enjoy character-driven stories.

An emotional story of familial ties. (map) (Fiction. 14-18)

ARAÑA AND SPIDER-MAN 
2099
Dark Tomorrow
Segura, Alex
Marvel Press (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-368-07900-6  

Two Latine superheroes in the 
Spider-Man multiverse team up to face 
time travel, parallel universes, and scary 
villains. 

Brooklyn high schooler Anya Corazon, aka Araña, has only 
recently been imbued with spiderlike superpowers, but she 
already feels the weight of the responsibility of being a super-
hero and using her abilities for the good of those around her. 
But keeping up with schoolwork and friends while doing good 
in secret so Papi doesn’t find out is taking a toll—especially 
since her mentor and teacher was killed. When a near-death 
encounter with a new supervillain strands Araña, who is Mexi-
can and Puerto Rican, on a futuristic Earth with her powers on 
the fritz, the only person she thinks she can count on is another 
Spider-Man. Billionaire CEO Miguel O’Hara was Spider-Man 
in the year 2099, but he retired after tragedies that killed people 
he loved. Now a kid from the past needs his help, and together 
they confront Judas Traveller, the villain who haunts them both. 
With a narrative that follows both Anya and Miguel, this funtas-
tic novel sees both protagonists face their internal demons and 
struggle with what it means to be a superhero. Despite some 
repetitive beats in the main characters’ inner monologues, this 
is an exciting entry into the Spider-verse for newcomers and old 
fans alike that features other delightful Spidey cameos. 

Two friendly neighborhood Spider-Heroes save the multi-
verse with the usual Spidey flair. (Science fiction. 12-18)

“An entertaining, emotional rush.”
lion ’s  legacy
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STRANGER DANGER
Stoffels, Maren
Trans. by Laura Watkinson
Underlined (224 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9780593647448  

When three friends head to a remote 
cabin to study for exams, they make the 
horrifying discovery that they’re not 
alone in the woods in this thriller trans-
lated from Dutch.

High school seniors Nova, Vin, and Lotus plan a “com-
plete lockdown” without any cellphones or technology in order 
to focus on exam prep. After Nova’s sister drops them at the 
secluded house in West Virginia where they’re staying, creepy 
and unexplainable things start happening: slashed bike tires, 
disappearing items, and grave injuries. Based on the opening 
premise, Stoffels’ story has the makings of a solid thriller. The 
point of view switches between Lotus and another charac-
ter whose identity is slowly revealed to readers. However, the 
finesse ends there. There is little character development except 
for a casual mention of Vin’s being an only child of divorced par-
ents and Nova’s disordered eating. The author works hard to 
give the villain a believable motive, but it’s ultimately revealed 
to be flimsy. A surprise twist about one character is more of a 
head-scratcher than a satisfying shocker. But perhaps the most 
horrifying portion of the whole book is the way a teacher-stu-
dent sexual relationship is not presented as the abhorrent act 
that it is. Characters seem to default to White.

A disappointing miss that lacks sophistication. (Thriller. 
12-17)

¡AY, MIJA!
My Bilingual Summer in 
Mexico
Suggs, Christine
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-316-59192-8  

A teen’s life-changing trip to see rela-
tives in Mexico is explored in this graphic 
novel inspired by the author’s own life.

The summer before junior year 
offers a chance for Christine to immerse themself in their Mex-
ican family’s culture, but as a light-skinned, biracial kid from 
Texas with a White American father and Mexican immigrant 
mother who does not speak Spanish fluently, it is also intimidat-
ing. Christine gets to visit their maternal grandparents for the 
summer and explore both Mexico City and the family rancho 
in Querétaro. Christine grapples with multiple facets of their 
identity, from how to embrace the Mexican side of their mixed 
heritage to their weight, body image, and sexuality, but their 
summer in Mexico gives them the chance to explore all of these 
subjects. Though their lack of mastery of Spanish is isolating 

in the beginning, they slowly become more comfortable with 
the language and with themself. The illustrations effectively 
and attractively use a limited palette, mostly shades of blue and 
orange, and Christine’s internal monologue is depicted as a small 
orange avatar. This is a fun and fast read, and while the story is 
light, the coming-of-age self-exploration Christine undertakes 
adds nuance and depth, grounding the story in enduring themes. 
An epilogue includes charming photos from the Suggs’ middle 
and high school visits to relatives.

A sweet and memorable story of growth and self-discovery. 
(Graphic fiction. 12-18)

WE DON’T SWIM HERE
Tirado, Vincent
Sourcebooks Fire (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 2, 2023
978-1-72825-080-9  

Cousins become immersed in their 
rural town’s tragic folklore, uncovering 
surprising familial connections.

Before the start of her junior year, 
Bronwyn Sawyer’s dreams of becoming 
an Olympic swimmer are put on pause 

when Lala, her beloved paternal grandfather, has a stroke and 
lands in hospice and Bronwyn’s father temporarily uproots the 
family from Illinois to his overwhelmingly White Arkansas 
hometown and into Lala’s house. Although the move is only for 
a year and Anais, Bronwyn’s cousin, is also a junior at Hillwoods 
High School, Bronwyn is disoriented: Although they were once 
close, the girls haven’t seen each other in years; Lala’s not getting 
better; and Bronwyn feels like an outsider. Bronwyn’s anxiety 
increases after learning that the students of Hillwoods, includ-
ing Anais, follow secretive rituals and uphold superstitions that 
border on paranoid—all leading back to a curse and the chilling 
legend of a murdered woman who exacts her revenge through 
drownings, including in a local lake and pools. Bronwyn’s curios-
ity threatens the town’s status quo, and as Anais tries to protect 
her cousin from both real and paranormal dangers, Bronwyn 
realizes the ghost story, which involves her family, points to 
horrifying truths about Hillwoods’ bigoted past. Tirado builds 
palpable suspense, and Bronwyn’s and Anais’ alternating first-
person perspectives highlight their inner resolve. Both teenag-
ers identify as Black; Anais’ mom is White, and Lala is from the 
Dominican Republic.

A gripping investigation of injustice and small-town sins 
that unveils humanity’s monstrous potential. (Horror. 14-18)

“Sweet and memorable.”
¡ay,  mija!
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LYING IN THE DEEP
Urban, Diana
Razorbill/Penguin (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  May 2, 2023
9780593527603
9780593696040 paper  

Urban’s latest is a semester at sea–
turned–murder mystery.

It has been two months since Jade, a 
scholarship student at Stanford Univer-
sity, had her heart broken by Silas, who 

dumped her via text message for her best friend, Lainey. Their 
betrayal hurts Jade especially deeply since she had pleaded 
with Lainey to help Silas get a paid internship at her father’s 
pharmaceutical company after he injured his throwing elbow 
and lost his baseball scholarship. Jade looks forward to Cam-
pus on Board, a semesterlong study program on a cruise ship, 
to further distance herself from them—only to learn that they 
both signed up for the program too. Jade takes this opportunity 
to confront Lainey and Silas, but she is bewildered when they 
avoid her, claiming she’s done terrible things to them. Jade’s 
rage grows as the traitorous pair continue to push her away, but 
the trip takes a deadly turn when Lainey disappears, her cabin 
is found to be covered in blood, and Jade is a suspect. Readers 
will sympathize with Jade, who has experienced abandonment 
by neglectful parents and who struggles to suppress her anger 
at Lainey, whose friendship she misses. Jade’s budding romance 
with Felix, a broody psych major, keeps her afloat as her heart 
sinks, but her trust in him and everyone around her is tested as 
they hunt the killer onboard. Main characters are cued White; 
there is racial diversity in the supporting cast.

Psychologically and emotionally stirring. (Mystery. 13-18)

AS I ENFOLD YOU IN PETALS
Van Camp, Richard
Illus. by Scott B. Henderson
Colors by Donovan Yaciuk
HighWater Press (72 pp.) 
$23.95 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9781774920411 
Series: The Spirit of Denendeh, 2 

Notorious bootlegger Benny the 
Bank and his crew return in a story about 
connecting with Tłıchǫ Dene heritage 

and reckoning with personal and community struggles. 
It’s Benny’s birthday, and whoever can impress him will 

receive a significant sum of money. Curtis, a young man who 
recently returned to Fort Smith, Northwest Territories, after 
six weeks in rehab, surprises Benny by returning his lost watch 
to him. Curtis found it in the forest while fighting fires. Desper-
ate to change his life and not fall back on abusing alcohol, Curtis 
asks not for money but to have his grandfather’s home, which 
Benny now owns. Curtis’ grandfather was said to have healing 
powers given to him by the Little People and Spirit Helpers. 

Wanting to help others in Fort Smith who struggle with alco-
holism, Curtis believes he can bring the old magic back. As 
Curtis calls on the Little People, Benny struggles physically 
(with a wound he received in prison from being stabbed with 
a poisoned knife) and mentally (with thoughts of the legacy he 
will leave behind). Van Camp (Tłıchǫ Nation) has created a fast-
paced tale containing positive depictions of Dene medicine, 
spirituality, and people. The striking full-color illustrations add 
cultural context and drama to the text. Although second in a 
series, this book can be read as a stand-alone. Backmatter gives 
cultural information and context for one character’s Inuit face 
tattoos.

A beautiful, moving story of helping, healing, and hope. 
(Graphic fiction. 14-adult)

HER GOOD SIDE
Weatherspoon, Rebekah
Razorbill/Penguin (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $11.00 paper  |  May 30, 2023
9780593465301
9780593696057 paper  

Two late bloomers try fake dating 
to gain confidence and skills for the real 
thing.

Reluctant basketball superstar Beth-
any Greene might once have been so 

repelled by boys that she publicly burst into tears at the revela-
tion that one of her besties had done the deed. That was before 
Oliver Gutierrez opened her eyes to “how truly hot boys can be.” 
But when both Oliver and her backup plan turn her down for 
homecoming, Bethany knows she has to find a way to get some 
experience and shed her “Crybaby Bethany” reputation. Enter 
Jacob Yeun, aspiring filmmaker and the reticent boyfriend (and 
then ex-boyfriend) of another of Bethany’s besties. In her first 
young adult novel, established adult romance author Weather-
spoon gives readers what they want as Bethany and Jacob are 
thrown together, enter a secret dating pact, and eventually 
fall for each other. The Los Angeles teens are wholesome and 
appealing and just a touch more glamorous than real life: Both 
of Bethany’s moms played in the WNBA, and Jacob’s parents 
are tattoo artists. Bethany is a confidently fat Black girl, and 
Jacob is a lightly tattooed Korean American skater. Each is sur-
rounded by their own racially mixed crews, which also include 
gay and nonbinary representation. The characterization of the 
sprawling cast of friends and family members is cursory, but the 
love and affirmation between them carries the day.

Light and sweet. (Romance. 13-18)
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BIANCA TORRE IS AFRAID 
OF EVERYTHING
Winans, Justine Pucella
Clarion/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
9780358721642  

An anxious teen solves a murder 
mystery.

Bianca keeps a running list of 
things to be afraid of: public speaking 
(#1), sheep (#24), opening up to strang-

ers (#37), and ringworm (#118), to name a few. But when the 
White 16-year-old witnesses a real-life murder in the course of 
pursuing a semi-innocent hobby (spying on North Hollywood 
neighbors with a telescope), Bianca has to face a healthy chunk 
of those fears. Teaming up with charming, geeky neighbor and 
friend Anderson; Anderson’s trans brother, Ronan, (both of 
whom are Black); and Bianca’s Chinese American crush, Elaine, 
they unravel a series of clues that eventually lead to an incred-
ibly strange cult linked to embezzlement from a number of 
local institutions. Meanwhile, Bianca is also untangling some 
questions of gender identity and sexuality, mostly by scrolling 
through terms and definitions online and contemplating what 
words make the most sense. Most of these introspective inter-
ludes feel awkwardly and didactically wedged in rather than 
engagingly explored through a compelling teen voice. Minus 
the murderous conspiracy-driven cult, most of the characters 
come across as carefully drawn sketches of supportive friends 
and family, with almost identically scripted one-note reactions 
to Bianca’s coming out.

A mostly suspenseful hike through self-discovery and sav-
ing the day. (Mystery. 13-17)

THEY HATE EACH OTHER
Woody, Amanda
Viking (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780593403099  

A scheme between rivals to fake date 
doesn’t go as planned.

Jonah Collins and Dylan Ramírez 
have only two things in common: One, 
they can’t really stand each other, and 
two, they’re bisexual. The latter is 

enough for their friends to be obsessed with the idea of their 
getting together even though their public fights seem to be a 
prime source of entertainment in their small town. One night—
during which Jonah gets drunk at a party at Dylan’s house and 
ends up staying over—is enough for everyone to believe that 
something has finally happened between them even though 
they literally only slept (even if it was in the same bed). In an 
attempt to get their friends off their backs, the boys come up 
with a plan to pretend to date so they can have a fake breakup, 
and their friends will be satisfied that they’ve at least tried. 

Although the story is enjoyable enough, the protagonists’ voices 
are almost indistinguishable, making it hard to figure out who’s 
who. Both of them have a lot more going on: Jonah has a tough 
home situation, and there is something mysterious and sensi-
tive about Dylan’s brother, but the exploration of these subjects 
is lacking in depth. Jonah is White; Dylan’s Brazilian immigrant 
father is Afro-Latino, and his mother is Mexican American.

Entertaining but forgettable. (content note, author’s note) 
(Romance. 14-18)

NEVER TRUST A GEMINI
Woolf, Freja Nicole
Walker US/Candlewick (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 9, 2023
978-1-5362-3054-3  

Will the stars align for romance?
Fourteen-year-old English girl Cath-

leen Phillips lives and breathes by her 
astrology book. As an Aquarius, she has 
checked for her compatible soul mate, 
and the charts matched her with Alison 

Bridgewater, one of her friends, who is Ghanaian and White. 
Since then, she’s been all swoony over Alison—but never out 
loud, since only best friend Zanna Szczechowska knows she 
fancies girls. But something Cat knows for sure—you can never 
trust a Gemini! She also doesn’t trust people with Irish accents 
since her Irish homeroom teacher seems to have it out for her. 
But then, a new girl appears at her school: Morgan Delaney is 
both Irish and a Gemini, not to mention very cute. Cat keeps 
getting all tongue-tied around her. As the astrological year 
turns (from Libra’s relationship focus to Capricorn’s emphasis 
on cleansing), events unfold that leave Cat trying desperately 
to secure any romantic relationship! Accident-prone and an 
extremely awkward conversationalist, bubbly, curly blond-
haired Cat exudes actively chaotic energy and is obsessed with 
her idealistic future—which is very much in line with her star 
sign—so readers should enter this book ready for some classic 
rom-com shenanigans. Woolf presents her characters sincerely, 
and the story earns its emotional ups and downs. 

Oodles of entertainment. (Fiction. 12-15)

NIGERIA JONES
Zoboi, Ibi
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780062888846  

Until her mother left them, 16-year-
old Nigeria Jones never questioned her 
father’s revolutionary vision.

As the daughter of famous Black 
nationalist Kofi Sankofa, it’s up to 
Nigeria to help raise Freedom, her 

baby brother, in the Movement, “whose mission is to divest 

“A strong declaration for supporting, loving, 
and empowering Black women.”

nigeria jones
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from oppressive systems and create an all-Black utopia.” That 
means working to maintain the Village House, the home where 
members who need a place for healing or hearth to welcome 
them can stay until they get on their feet and spread the mes-
sage of the Movement elsewhere. It means continuing to build 
the Movement’s Freedom School, completing research for her 
father’s books, and filling in any of the gaps left by her mother’s 
absence until she comes back. Nigeria knows she will come 
back. It does not mean sneaking off to a Quaker prep school 
that’s the opposite of everything her father stands for. However, 
when the misogyny of the Movement chips away at Nigeria’s 
fealty, that’s exactly where she goes. Her tumultuous personal 
journey toward emotional and radical self-honesty shapes this 
superb story of a girl missing her mother and terrified of missing 
out on a life that she chooses for herself. Readers may feel some 
themes would have benefitted from deeper exploration; still, 
the complexities of intracommunity gender marginalization 
within the Movement are a thoughtful reflection of real multi-
layered freedom struggles within Black diasporic communities.

A strong declaration for supporting, loving, and empower-
ing all Black women everywhere. (author’s note) (Fiction. 14-18)

http://kirkus.com


indie
MY PROUDEST MOMENT 
Achtman, Lindsay
Illus. by Andra Pana
For the Love of Literacy (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 15, 2023
9781733525022

Two young people strive toward 
achievement in ballet and football, in Acht-

man’s picture book.
One unnamed child sees a ballet, and another watches a football 

game, and each is inspired to pursue that activity. Each follows their 
new passion with their whole heart—practicing their moves among 
stuffed animals, stretching on the dance floor or on a football field, 
and learning what they need to know that will lead them to success. 
As the day of a ballet performance and a football game arrives—
after years are implied to have passed—both kids take a moment 
to breathe: “Closing my eyes, I tell myself I can do it. I am good 
enough.” After each achieves a big success, Pana’s illustrations reveal 
that the ballet dancer has a beard, and the football player has long, 
blond hair; the ballet dancer is portrayed with brown skin, and the 
football player appears White. Backmatter features brief personal 
essays from football player Rebecca Longo, professional choreogra-
pher Danté Henderson, and American Ballet Theater dancer Conor 
Holloway, who discusses coming out as nonbinary. Achtman’s spare 
text works beautifully for both main characters, and the side-by-side 
pairing of two highly athletic activities that aren’t usually compared 
shines new light on both. Pana’s full-color paintings ably capture the 
characters’ strength and passion.

A clever tale that may upend traditional expectations and 
bolster young athletes’ confidence.

THE STARBORN HEIR
Bodden, D.J.
Shadow Alley Press (398 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $17.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
March 19, 2021
9798724349123
9798724346481 paper

In this series-launching SF novel, an 
heir to a planetary system aspires to make 
galaxy-spanning changes, but he must first 
escape his home world.

Zack Lancestrom is certain to inherit the title of governor of 
the Politeia planetary system. His adoptive father Alex, the cur-
rent governor, has multiple potential heirs, but he believes Zack is 
something special. Indeed, it turns out that Zack has rather lofty 

MY PROUDEST MOMENT by Lindsay Achtman; 
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Feld, Merle
Central Conference of American Rabbis Press (114 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Nov. 14, 2022
9780881236262
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goals. He wants to help the less fortunate out there among the 
stars, and that entails leaving the planet Politeia IV. Zack throws 
together a crew, including his ex-girlfriend Anya Vesperian, a dis-
barred cyber-doctor who’s also a hologram; mercenary cyborg 
Joseph “Ultimus” Thragg; and eccentric engineer Clavicus Rext. 
He also brings along an artificially intelligent supercomputer 
called ARK-11: a floating box that emits pulses, beeps, and glow-
ing colors. It’s hardly a shock when Gov. Lancestrom sends his 
security team after his runaway heir; at the same time, he’s eager 
to recover the ARK-11, as the ancient device is very important to 
his planet’s inhabitants. Zack, a skilled pilot, needs a spaceship 
for his crew, but they’ll have to steal the one that he has in mind. 
There’s a time crunch, as well; not only are they dodging the gov-
ernor’s security, but also gangsters, as Zack has no plans to repay 
the “significant amount of credits” he borrowed from a gang 
leader. If Zack and the others can survive run-ins with pirates, 
gun-toting mercenaries, and occasional creatures, they may be 
able to stay alive long enough to reach the vast galaxy above. 

Over the course of this book, Bodden grounds this distant-
future tale in rich backstory. Readers learn that Zack was born 
on a space station and grew up “half oxygen-starved” in low 
gravity and that his addict mother sold him to the governor. 
This novel is clearly the start of a larger saga, as it takes place 
primarily on a single planet and doesn’t fully realize the adven-
ture that Zack yearns for. Still, myriad conversations among 
the characters intriguingly shed light on some of Politeia IV’s 
history, as well as on Zack’s plan, although he continually (and 
delightfully) surprises his friends with details he’s kept to him-
self. Bodden also includes some searing scenes of action along 
the way, including gunfights, high-speed air pursuits, and a tense 
trek through a dark cavern full of crawling things. Concise 
prose helps to fuel a steady feeling of momentum, but it doesn’t 
skimp on description: “The lava flats were a multi-layered laby-
rinth of canyons and extinct lava tubes that stretched all the 
way to the iron hills. It was one of the places where the invol-
untary residents of the Starship Boneyard…were traditionally 
released, and was as far as many of them made it.” Fine support-
ing characters, including the personable, R2-D2–esque ARK-11, 
offer unexpected plot turns. The story leaves plenty for sequels 
to explore; it’s also part of the much larger FiveFold Universe, 
which encompasses stories from a host of other authors.

A gleefully motley cast spices up this futuristic adventure.

THE TWENTY
One Woman’s Trek Across 
Corsica on the GR20 Trail
Bohr, Marianne C.
She Writes Press (328 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  June 6, 2023
9781647424329

In this memoir, retired middle school 
teacher Bohr recounts how she and her 
husband celebrated their upcoming 60th 
birthdays by hiking across the Mediter-

ranean island of Corsica. 

It was 2016, and in past years, the author and her spouse, 
Joe, had backpacked around Europe, and they figured a stroll 
along Corsica’s mountainous footpath GR20 (“Grande Ran-
donée number 20”) would recapture some of that youthful magic: 

“We would rough it for two weeks, for at least eight hours a day 
on the trail, up and down elevation changes of over sixty-two 
thousand feet. The numbers were daunting but guaranteed 
magnificent vistas from sunbaked summits….” They trained for 
months to complete the 124-mile hike, hoping they could chal-
lenge conventional notions of how 60-year-olds should spend 
their golden years. The author documents each day of the trek 
over the island’s rugged terrain, and the couple’s Corsican odys-
sey effectively becomes her meditation on growing older—both 
as an athlete and as one-half of a couple that’s been married 
35 years. Bohr is a talented nature writer, capturing the land-
scapes she traversed in painterly prose: “Above the steep path, 
stooped, centuries-old pines look down like old crones gawking 
from the crest to the east. After an hour and a half in the heat-
radiating couloir, alder trees appear and bring longed-for shade.” 
The overall narrative isn’t quite as dramatic as the mountains 
through which it weaves, nor is Corsica so wild that there isn’t 
always a good meal and a picturesque village within a few pages. 
Still, Bohr shows herself to be a natural storyteller, and her dia-
ristic account is appealingly escapist. It’s a poetic reminder of 
the trails still left to tread, regardless of one’s age. Like all great 
travelogues, it will have readers itching to travel somewhere 
remote and outside their comfort zones.

A poignant and immersive remembrance set on one of 
Europe’s greatest hiking trails.

THE EVOLUTION OF CHINA’S 
ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGIES
Cases of 20 Chinese 
Changing Lives
Brown, William N.
Springer (137 pp.) 
$59.99  |  $49.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2022
9789811972805
9789811972836 paper

An overview focuses on China’s 
recent changes through conversations 

with its citizens.
This nonfiction book takes an observational approach to 

demonstrating, through the stories of 20 individuals, how daily 
life, professional opportunities, and national development have 
changed in China over the past three decades. Brown, a profes-
sor at Xiamen University, traveled to rural areas of the country 
in the 1980s and ’90s and again in 2019. The 2019 trip serves as 
the basis of the work. Each chapter features a different individ-
ual and consists primarily of the author’s interview with the per-
son, with occasional commentary added. The subjects are from 
a variety of China’s rural provinces and reflect a range of expe-
riences. Still, most describe similar transitions from isolated 
poverty to varying degrees of prosperity, a sense of national 
pride, and a feeling of connection to people outside the region. 
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Brown introduces readers to a serial entrepreneur whose early 
career goal was to find steady work as a maid; a brick worker 
who turned a traditional craft into a viable modern enterprise; 
a paraplegic man who leads a program connecting people with 
disabilities to e-commerce; and a self-taught photojournal-
ist who focuses on the environment (“If every filmmaker was 
truly born to tell one story, the photographer Mr. Zhang Fang 
was certainly born to document China’s desertification”). The 
author is a skillful interviewer who generally occupies little 
space on the page, allowing his subjects to tell their own sto-
ries. There are a number of themes that appear in the tales—an 
appreciation for increased safety, marvel at a standard of liv-
ing that was unthinkable to earlier generations, and approval 
of government development policies—but Brown generally 
allows readers to draw their own conclusions instead of making 
connections across the chapters. The writing is solid, and the 
choice of subjects offers an intriguing and enlightening look at 
contemporary China, particularly in its rural areas. The book 
will mostly appeal to those with a specialist interest in China 
and its development, but the conversational style makes it 
accessible to casual readers as well.

A series of illuminating profiles of people who represent 
the future of rural China.

THE MYTHOLOGIQUES
Claflin, Ned
Mujiji Press (312 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $5.95 e-book  |  Oct. 21, 2022
9798218032869

In Claflin’s debut speculative novel, 
an international group of seers and 
prophets struggles to decipher a predic-
tion of the end of their kind.

Adele LaRoche in Nanterre, France, 
worries that people with abilities like 

hers are “dying out.” She’s the Sybil of Cumae and a member 
of the Mythologiques, a group of fortunetellers and those 
with similar abilities from around the globe. She seeks advice 
from outside the group, trusting in a renowned, self-isolated 
seer who gives people hints of the future using a conch shell. 
He points Adele to Edson Willoughby “Brownie” Brown, the 
Patron Saint of Lost Causes who currently lives in a “tricked 
out” Volkswagen camper in LA. Things seem especially dire 
later when one person has a vague but alarming vision of the 
future: the potential “end of the seers.” Adele sends Brownie 
a letter, but this skilled, world-weary scout who thrives on 
hunches doesn’t know Adele or her comrades and, as such, 
is reluctant to help. That, however, may change when one 
of the Mythologiques inexplicably vanishes without a trace. 
Claflin’s quirky tale has an unorthodox narrative structure; 
for example, spotlights on other saints occasionally inter-
rupt the story. There’s also an extended subplot involving 
Meo Brooks, a father who turns to Brownie for assistance 
in finding his grown daughter, who’s been missing for seven 
years; it’s an intriguing, heartfelt storyline whose main goal 

Popular music is full of paeans and 
elegies to broadcast radio, including the 
triumphant 1978 Elvis Costello song 
that gives this column its name and the 
Buggles’ 1979 MTV hit “Video Killed 
the Radio Star.” However, radio is about 
more than rock songs, and many novels 
have weighed in on the subject—includ-
ing these three, all recommended by 
Kirkus Indie:

Jennifer Tall’s Kirkus-starred 2022 
book, Spirit Valley Radio, features a 

strange Missouri pirate-radio station 
that, along with tunes and weather fore-
casts, broadcasts 1950s baseball games, 
1930s sermons, and World War II–era 
air traffic control chatter. The wide-
ranging tale encompasses a host of col-
orful characters, many of whom live in 
the titular valley that seems to be the 
origin of the uncanny frequencies. Our 
reviewer praises the book as a “beguil-
ing fable that’s full of rich whimsy with 
a thoughtful bite.”

Radioland (2020) by m.e. Elzey ex-
plores a different part of the broad-
cast spectrum: conservative talk radio. 
Retired attorney Harry Chalberg gets 
involved in a lawsuit against a media 
company whose star attraction is Rush 
Limbaugh–like radio host Cal Brown. 
Chalberg wants to hold them account-
able for spreading propaganda that may 
have inspired the man who killed his 
daughter and son-in-law. Kirkus’ review-
er calls the novel “a persuasive piece of 

political fiction” that “effectively examines the consequences 
of conservative media.”

The 2021 novel Talk Radio by Ham 
Martin approaches on-air conversation 
in a more lighthearted manner. It tells 
the tale of Vivien Kindler, who takes 
over a small-town Maine news show 
and causes a stir because, as Kirkus’ re-
view puts it, she “wants to discuss poet-
ry and town folklore but not the news 
of the day.” Our positive review high-
lights how the book “entertains the no-
tion that other people can make a dif-
ference in one’s life if one just tunes in 
to the right frequency.”

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

INDIE  |  David Rapp

radio radio
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is to showcase Brownie’s aptitude and rising crankiness. The 
author’s sparkling yet easygoing prose effortlessly moves the 
narrative through various countries while developing myriad 
characters: “Walking was one of the ways to begin the motor, 
to give [Adele] just enough visual distraction to activate her 
contemplative mind without something else chewing at it.” 
The somewhat darker final act leads to an open ending that 
maintains the novel’s mystical tone.

An often serene, always engrossing tale of people with 
paranormal gifts.

A LIQUID FANTASÍA
Under the Rain
De La Garza, Ana Catalina Reynoso
Self (244 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Sept. 9, 2020
9786079887605

In this novel, a woman travels to 
Mexico after suffering a broken heart.

Alicia and Adam are somewhere 
between lovers and friends. While they 
have never consummated their rela-

tionship, Alicia is fiercely in love with Adam. After learning 
that he has chosen another, Alicia misses her college gradua-
tion and heads to San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, hoping to 
find some peace near where her great-grandmother was born. 
In San Miguel, Alicia opens The Anthill, a “cyber-business/
bookstore.” She also becomes an integral part of a group 
of female friends consisting of Evie, a well-intentioned but 
self-absorbed single mother who hates being alone; Marina, 
whom Alicia lovingly refers to as Bruja (Witch); and the 
pregnant Lula, among others. Alicia also meets a handsome 
local named Mikel who plays piano so evocatively that it 
brings her to tears. The story mainly follows Alicia’s deepen-
ing relationships with these women as Evie considers being 
with a man because she fears independence and Lula gives 
birth to her baby. Meanwhile, Alicia reminisces about Adam. 
Later, when she learns he plans to visit her, Alicia is torn 
between the life she has recently built and the dream world 
she imagined with Adam. The intimate and powerful female 
friendships are the heart and main strength of De La Garza’s 
story. Alicia does occasionally waver because of her desire for 
Adam: “I couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth, 
offering myself to people as support when all I wanted to do 
was be with Adam and be left alone.” But her fierce protec-
tiveness of Evie’s daughter, Dot, and her ardent support for 
Lula while she gives birth (“And I screamed with her. For my 
parents, for Marina, for Adam, for all of us”) speak to the 
bonds between the author’s well-developed characters. The 
prose also skillfully paints vivid pictures. Water plays a large 
role in the story. At one point, Alicia observes: “Water always 
finds the weakest point in everything, though, and my tears 
eventually gained mass.” Though the tale is not especially 
action-packed, flashbacks to Alicia’s time with Adam effec-
tively enliven the present-day plot. This story is less about 

the aftermath of Alicia’s doomed romance and more about 
the women in her life and the fortitude and spirit she finds 
within herself.

This well-written tale with dynamic characters traces a 
woman’s journey of self-discovery. 

LIKE, SUBSCRIBE, 
AND MURDER
A Larkin Day Mystery
Dieker, Nicole
Shortwave Media (252 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 17, 2023
9781733691970

Larkin Day returns in the second 
entry in Dieker’s mystery series, follow-
ing Ode to Murder (2022).

After solving her first case, grad 
student Larkin is considering going into business as a private 
detective for hire and making Pratincola, Iowa—a Cedar Rap-
ids suburb—her permanent home. Still living in her mother’s 
guest bedroom, she’s eager to make a fresh start in the new year. 
Her first case is the online “murder” of Bonnie Cooper, a fitness 
instructor and influencer who’s alive and well but whose social 
media, email, and cellphone accounts have been mysteriously 
erased from existence: “About as murdered as you can be with-
out being dead,” as Bonnie describes it. Larkin’s job is to rescue 
Bonnie from this purgatory before she loses her sponsors, her 
subscribers, and her job at the local fitness center. Another per-
son having career trouble is Larkin’s mother, Josephine Day, the 
dean at Howell College; she’s started receiving threatening mes-
sages in the form of yard signs after word gets around about her 
romantic relationship with police officer Claire. Larkin follows 
a social media trail to track down her culprits, but her personal 
life may be the most tangled case of all. Why is she putting off 
filing paperwork to be an officially licensed detective? Has she 
given up on working in theater? How’s her tentative relation-
ship with music professor Ed going? Does her best friend Anni 
have a boyfriend? Overall, this is a charming mystery that offers 
readers a welcome twist on the typical cozy mystery plot. If 
readers haven’t read the first book, the author makes it as easy 
as possible for them to catch up by offering plentiful references 
to past events. Larkin’s journey will particularly speak to millen-
nials who find themselves navigating the problems of the baby 
boomers and members of Gen Z in their lives while also trying 
to figure things out for themselves. The cast of secondary char-
acters is entertaining and diverse, and the pacing is brisk. Clever 
humor and engaging relationships keep the tone light but satis-
fying throughout.

A charming and delightful cozy whodunit that will leave 
fans eager for the next installment.
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“Clever humor and engaging relationships keep 
the tone light but satisfying throughout.”

like,  subscribe,  and murder
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SCHOOL IS MORE 
THAN A BUILDING!
Donner, Kelley
A Little Donnerwetter Books (36 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
June 15, 2021
9781955698009
9781955698993 paper

In this picture book, a young boy lists 
the ways that school is special.

As this well-crafted celebration of an ideal school begins, 
readers ages 5 and up are greeted by a smiling, freckle-faced boy 
who will take them through the pages to show that “school is 
more than a building!” All of the adults are friendly and helpful 
(teachers, a librarian, a nurse, and a janitor). School is a place 
where “my teacher comforts me when I’m having a bad day,” 
and “there is always someone who will listen.” School is where 
the boy can enjoy his friends and learn, get exercise, eat healthy 
food at lunch, express his creativity and individuality, and feel 
safe. The playful black font is well spaced and easy to read. 
Watercolorist Donner’s expert, full-page, cartoon-style illustra-
tions, vivid against the bright, white space, feature characters 
with different skin tones and adults in a young to older range. 
(One teacher and child appear to be of Asian heritage, and there 
are White and Black kids.) Donner is the author/illustrator of 
several children’s books, including The Day the Lines Changed 
(2020), about life during the Covid-19 pandemic. In a note here, 
she explains how school closures highlighted the importance 
of children being in the classroom for their “health and well-
being.” Parents might pair this with Shannon Olsen’s tender 
picture book, Our Class Is a Family (2020), for similar reassur-
ance about school as a place of acceptance and community.

This warm, engaging tale depicts what school should be 
for every child.

A FLOWING THROUGH 
A Series of Artistic 
Explorations That 
Flow From Simple Starting 
Points, Pass by 
Milestones and Finish With 
Polished Achievements
Esling, David
BalboaPressAU (336 pp.) 
$72.24 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  July 8, 2022
9781982295011

A teacher shares the experience of his vibrant elementary 
school art class in a debut textbook with elements of memoir.

This engaging exploration of an Australian children’s art 
course incorporates the work of Esling’s young students as 
well as creative exercises that nascent artists will find valuable. 
Along the way, the author draws on years of experience teach-
ing painting to elementary school students in Tasmania. It’s 
mostly a teachers’ manual, with Esling offering his thoughts on 

essential art materials and how to organize a classroom before 
launching into a series of art activities. Chapters include “Fun 
With Abstracts,” “Painting Trees,” and “Exploring Waterco-
lours,” with each exercise presented step by step; full-color pho-
tos by the author add to the instruction. The seasoned teacher 
also offers some hard-earned wisdom: “We miss the point of 
the journey if we cast judgment only upon the finished product,” 
he writes at one point. “Just think for a moment of [the chil-
dren’s] personal qualities that have developed because of this 
creative exploration.” The book is more than 300 pages long, 
but many, if not most, of them appealingly feature images of the 
students in action and charming photos of their finished prod-
ucts. Extras include a chapter that details a teacher’s typical day 
at Esling’s institution, Risdon Vale, from arrival at 8:15 a.m. to 
departure at 3 p.m., and helpful suggestions on where to display 
artwork within a school. Thanks to the author’s winning way 
of conveying his love of teaching, this book works on multiple 
levels. Artists will enjoy the exercises, and teachers will easily 
be able to develop a semester’s curriculum based on the thor-
ough, almost diarylike, classroom accounts. The book will even 
be enjoyed by those who have no interest in teaching or in how 
to be an artist; it’s simply a compelling read that’s a delightful 
combination of Dead Poets Society and Making Art 101.

Esling’s appealing style makes for an exceptional instruc-
tion manual.

IN TURBULENT 
WATERS 
Etchie, Timothy
iUniverse (672 pp.) 
$39.99  |  $28.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
June 26, 2022
9781663240880
9781663240866 paper

Debut author Etchie presents a mod-
ern novel of redemption that focuses on 
a young artist trying to transcend a life of 

brutal violence. 
Although still in college, Tosan “Tos” Mayuku’s reputation 

for terror precedes him. It’s 2004, and he’s a former leader of a 
Nigerian group of militant youths known as the Warri Vanguard. 
Tos is now known as the “Don” of a ruthless gang known as the 
Black Owls. However, Tos is like many young men of his com-
munity, coming of age in a culture of corruption in which male 
youth are used as pawns in a war for power and resources. He 
also has a rare artistic gift, capturing on canvas the blood-soaked 
reality of his community. Although this talent is hidden from the 
world, he gets the chance to take a new path in life when he saves 
a fellow student named Akpoebi “Ebi” Dabiri from a campus 
assault. Ebi, the daughter of a political minister, connects Tos 
with an American art dealer who offers him a new life in New 
York City. But it turns out that the Black Owls’ enemies are hid-
den in plain sight, and the romantic relationship Tos begins with 
Ebi places a bounty on his head. The chaos that follows threatens 
Tos’ very soul, revealing just how far he will go to protect those 

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  m a r c h  2 0 2 3   |   1 6 7

he loves. Etchie offers an intricate story of survival that’s grip-
ping from the first page. Its meticulous research helps to make 
the narrative utterly immersive, and although it’s quite lengthy 
at more than 650 pages, readers may find it nearly impossible to 
put down. The fast-paced work provides rich details and modern 
memento mori, including parallels between the fast-living Nige-
rian youth and slain American rappers Biggie Smalls and Tupac 
Shakur. Although many characters die, some find their paths to 
brighter futures. The juxtaposition of petroleum-fueled violence 
with the oil paint of Tos’ art reminds readers that, even in the 
darkest corners of the soul, the light of love can shine.

A raw and often brilliant crime story.

LONGING 
Poems of a Life
Feld, Merle
Central Conference of American Rabbis 
Press (114 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Nov. 14, 2022
9780881236262

Feld’s luminous poems explore a 
range of topics, including grief, abuse, 
friendship, and Jewish faith.

The works in this autobiographical 
collection range across decades. Some deal with the poet’s child-
hood terror when her frequently unemployed father beat her elder 
brother with a belt; others deal with assaults she suffered in con-
fused silence at the hands of a neighborhood grocer and an older 
boy in her apartment building. A series of plangent pieces recount 
the family’s vigil at her mother Lillian’s deathbed when the author 
was a newlywed, and harrowing works revisit a miscarriage and the 
agonizing birth of her daughter. There are brighter pieces on her 
marriage to her rabbi husband, Eddie, which re-create the “first 
time we made Shabbos together” and ordinary arguments over 
chores. Several poems recall her work as a peace activist and as a 
writing teacher helping rabbinical students express themselves. A 
few lyrical works elegize loved ones; others celebrate landscapes 
and communities, including the Illinois prairie and her current 
home in Northampton, Massachusetts, where neighbors rallied to 
help each other in a snowstorm. Feld’s collection features poems of 
gripping immediacy, but they add up to a reflective, holistic view of 
a woman’s life in which one sees beginnings shape a future and pain 
build compassion and strength. She writes in a free, conversational 
language that suits her confessional tone, but it’s full of realistic, 
evocative imagery, whether registering the unbearable fear of an 
abused child in “My brother and I each separately” (“I am not in 
the bedroom /…when my father / says, Pull down your pants, when 
/ my brother pleads, No. Why? No. / What have I done? No. Please”) 
or a small, subtle kindness in “The straw, day one” (“Delicately, / 
knowingly, she dipped the straw into the cup, / closed her finger 
over the top to create a vacuum, / then slowly released a few drops 
at a time / with the straw to my mother’s lips, / to moisten them, to 
provide / relief”).

A fine collection that brings secret travails to life with pas-
sionate intensity.

THE HIDDEN LIVES 
OF TAXI DRIVERS
A Question of Knowledge
Finnegan, Ruth
Callender Press (102 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Oct. 15, 2022
9781739893767

A nonfiction book examines the chal-
lenges faced by taxi drivers in England.

HBO’s Taxicab Confessions used a 
hidden camera to get passengers to candidly discuss their driv-
ers. Finnegan takes the opposite approach, using her listening 
skills to get taxi drivers to open up to her about their lives as 
they shuttle her around her home city of Milton Keynes, Eng-
land, and elsewhere. “More than just the some-time knights 
of the roads—itself a precious role—taxi drivers are also, it 
might be argued, in some ways the philosophers of our times,” 
she writes in a lively and often insightful ethnographic study 
compiled from five years’ worth of informal interviews with 
drivers. The author conducted most of the interviews in Mil-
ton Keynes, a provincial city with “some hundreds of licensed 
drivers—too many some drivers say,” while finding “similar 
patterns” in London (home of the iconic black cab) and other 
British metropolises. As elsewhere, immigrants constitute the 
majority of the drivers, including one who “had been a nation-
ally admired fine jewellery craftsman in Pakistan” and another 
who, when not driving, spends his time “either in his mansion in 
Islamabad or, during the summer season, in his country estate 
there.” Finnegan shows that taxi driving is a demanding profes-
sion. Drivers are expected not only to know any place, street, or 
road where someone may need to be taken—one professional in 
Milton Keynes “had, among other things, to keep up his expert 
knowledge of the changing locations of brothels”—but also 

“how to deal with passengers in various physical and emotional 
states.” Indeed, “individuals tend to open up in this liminal set-
ting of even a short taxi ride,” asserts Finnegan, noting that 
drivers describe themselves as “the agony aunts of the streets.” 
The author could have spent more time showing the impact of 
Uber and other ride-hailing companies on the taxi business but 
succeeds admirably in portraying the drivers’ “human qualities 
outside of their taxi-industry selves.” As one driver tells Finnegan, 

“If I wake up feeling in a bad mood or everything has gone wrong, 
but then I do something to help a passenger, I feel good for the 
rest of the day.” 

A survey that perceptively captures the lives of taxi drivers 
and their distinctive qualities.
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“A fine collection that brings secret travails 
to life with passionate intensity.”

longing
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THE MOON IS FOLLOWING US
Foley, Patrick & Ruth Hargiss
Illus. by Julia Chamness
Dorrance Publishing (36 pp.) 
$21.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  April 28, 2022
9781685373849

A young trick-or-treater watches the moon follow her family 
to her grandmother’s Halloween party in this slice-of-life pic-
ture book.

Red-haired, brown-skinned Sam—dressed as part of the 
night sky, with stars and planets on her top and skirt and two 
buns that look like ringed planets—is excited about Grandma’s 
Halloween party. She’s also thrilled to see the full moon on Hal-
loween. As her father drives over hills, Sam realizes the moon 
is following the family: “It’s keeping up with us. Look how big 
and bright it is now, Daddy!” At the party, Sam tells the other 
trick-or-treaters about her sighting, and all the children watch 
for the moon to follow them. At the end of the night, Sam tells 
the moon she’s too sleepy to play, and she drifts off to dream-
land. Foley and Hargiss don’t attempt any explanation for why 
the moon appears to be following the family, merely using Sam’s 
observations as a framework for the enjoyable narrative. The 
vocabulary feels authentic to the experience of a preschooler or 
early elementary student, and emergent readers will find only a 
few potentially unfamiliar words (gleefully, flickers). Chamness’ 
illustrations, black-and-white sketches on the left page of each 
spread and digitally painted illustrations on the right, capture 
the Halloween spirit. Strangely, some images feature repeated 
characters that seem copied and pasted from earlier pages, 
including trick-or-treaters from Sam’s neighborhood who seem 
unlikely to have traveled to Grandma’s house. An owl inspires a 
seek-and-find game on each page.

A sweet Halloween tale.

MANNING A RAPTOR
Freda, AA
West Point Print and Media (314 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  Sept. 30, 2022
9781957582986
9781957582931 paper

Assisting rebels, blackmailing sena-
tors, and engineering a Bolivian prison 
break—all in a day’s work for empire 
builder James Coppi.

Miles Cornish, the new controller for 
Coppi Enterprises and a frustrated fiction writer, thinks that 
James Coppi and his wife, Samantha, would be swell subjects for 
a nonfiction book. As his wife encourages him, “I can’t imagine 
anyone that you can conjure up in your imagination that would 
be more exciting than the Coppis.” Exciting, yes, but plausi-
ble, not so much. The Coppis started out with only $500 (and 
that’s only because James gave his entire savings to the widow 
of a friend killed in Vietnam). Now, they are “living the good 
life” and own a Colorado Springs horse ranch “almost as big as 

the Island of Manhattan,” a 16th-century French château, and 
a global business empire so powerful it could overthrow gov-
ernments. His latest public venture is expanding a railroad that 
encompasses the Southwest. James also has some secret initia-
tives as well as incidents from his past that have earned him 
some enemies. It is Cornish’s tome that makes up author Fre-
da’s sprawling adventure. And even though the book’s last lines 
explain why the Coppis would authorize publication of their 
darkest secrets and deepest intrigues, it contains scenes and dia-
logue to which Cornish would not possibly be privy—even with 
the fullest cooperation from his subjects. But Coppi is quite a 
guy. “You’re very intimidating, James,” one character tells him. 

“People fear you….You have a knack of seeing things that aren’t 
as obvious to the common man.” Combine this improbable 
character with a breakneck pace and you have a ripping yarn in 
which there is, as Cornish notes, “never a dull moment.”

An implausible but entertaining and undemanding 
adventure.

THE HEADLOCK OF DESTINY
Gately, Samuel
Cylinder Publishing (354 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
March 6, 2020
9781087870809

In this fantasy novel, a giant ama-
teur wrestler joins a tourney with vola-
tile opponents. 

Van lives in a place called Headwa-
ters, which is part of the Open Nations. 
Communities in this small town raise 

“titans”—huge men rumored to be descendants of giants; their 
mothers often die in childbirth, and their fathers typically 
abandon them. Nearly all titans become professional wres-
tlers, but not Van, who’s content with his job at a Headwaters 
brewery warehouse. One participant’s sudden injury, however, 
changes everything. The head of a local wrestling coalition, 
desperate for a titan, sends Van to a regional match, where he 
defies expectations with brute strength and a bit of luck. His 
win automatically earns him a bracket slot at the Headlock of 
Destiny tournament in Empire City. Soon he’s facing hulking, 
formidable titans, and some of them confront and even physi-
cally attack him outside the ring. It seems no one believes that 
Van could possibly win, including people in his hometown. But 
he’s not the kind of guy who gives up; instead, he keeps fighting 
his oppressors as well as whomever pops up next in the bracket. 
Gately delivers a tongue-in-cheek fantasy tale that teems with 
modern slang (“Dumb move, dude”; “Playtime is over”) as well 
as irresistible ring names. Van, for example, christens himself 
Van the Beer Man and joins Judge Cage, the Armbreaker, Grim 
Tidings, and myriad others. The matches are exhilarating, espe-
cially with such a worthy hero—a softhearted wrestling fan and 
an indisputable underdog. Intriguingly, the tournament hides a 
larger, more serious dispute that suggests that peace among the 
Open Nations is merely a facade. Gately entertainingly nods to 
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familiar genre characters, from elves to goblins and ogres, but 
he wisely focuses the narrative on the titans. This full-bodied 
tale works well as a stand-alone, but it includes an obvious setup 
for the sequel.

Nonstop clashes among a vibrant cast of giants animate 
this enjoyable romp.

MURDER AT AMAPAS BEACH
Gilbert, James
Atmosphere Press (288 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Jan. 20, 2023
9781639886494

In this third installment of a mystery 
series, a sleuth just wants a romantic day 
trip but instead gets roped into another 
murder investigation.

Amanda Pennyworth is looking for-
ward to relaxing on Amapas Beach in 

Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, with her boyfriend, Romero More-
los. But all hopes of fun in the sun are dashed when she finds 
a woman bludgeoned to death (“Blood from a deep gash in her 
forehead covered her face like a mask and collected in a vis-
cous dark puddle on the sandy soil next to her head”). The vic-
tim’s name is Danielle Maglin, and she, along with some of her 
friends, was on the same boat that took Amanda and Romero 
to the isolated beach. The person who committed the crime is 
most likely someone who was on the boat with Danielle—prob-
ably one of her pals. As Amanda helps the local police investi-
gate, she finds out Danielle was both loved and hated by those 
around her. She was a magnetic woman with a complicated life. 
Her friends repeatedly describe Danielle as charming, popular, 
and beautiful but also a troublemaker who knew everyone’s 
secrets. One of the last people to see Danielle alive was her 
close friend Terry Blanchard, who is more than willing to point 
a finger at other guests on the boat trip. Sol and Marcie Spiegel, 
who desperately wanted the house Danielle bought, are strong 
suspects. Amanda returns to the United States and is invited by 
Blanchard to a dinner party with all the guests from the fateful 
cruise. As the murder suspects are gathered together, Blanchard 
questions each one and tensions run sky high. Soon, Amanda 
may have more on her plate than just one murder mystery. Gil-
bert deftly utilizes his skillful sleuth in this installment. This is 
a classic locked-room whodunit with a fun cast of characters 
who keep the plot unpredictable and intriguing. Amanda is an 
endearing protagonist who uses her keen eye to try to solve this 
intricate puzzle of greed and jealousy. The story’s two distinc-
tive settings create a captivating contrast and shine a new light 
on the characters as they return home and grow comfortable—
perhaps too comfortable. This volume will thrill fans and enter-
tain newcomers to the series.

A clever whodunit with a smart, appealing detective.

30 DAYS IN BELFAST
Gordon, Rita A.
12:56 a.m. (396 pp.) 
$27.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9798985356601

Gordon’s steamy romance follows a 
gorgeous and influential tech executive 
caught between two dashing Irish brothers.

Rose Ross is 32 years old and strug-
gling to balance her obligations as the 
COO of her father’s tech company 
and her true passion for the art world. 

Because her father is the wealthiest Black man in the United 
States, Rose worries whether she can handle the pressure of 
Rick Ross Enterprises, as she has already given up a serious rela-
tionship to focus on work. To raise the stakes even higher, her 
father has asked her to succeed him as the next CEO. When 
her client Brianna Morrison asks if Rose can travel to Belfast to 
help curate an enormous charity art exhibition, Rose uses the 
opportunity to get away from work for a month to explore her 
passion. But she doesn’t anticipate the distractions that await 
her in Belfast, which come in the form of Brianna’s brothers, 
Niall and Aedan King. Equal parts charming and devilishly 
handsome, the brothers immediately take an interest in Rose. 
Since all three are staying in the family’s castle together, a tricky 
scenario ensues. On top of Rose’s demanding art schedule and 
her amorous run-ins with Niall and Aedan, there is continuous 
concern for her physical safety; plenty of unscrupulous outsid-
ers are eager to see Rick Ross Enterprises fall should she dis-
appear. When Rose’s ex-lover shows up on a whim, she must 
decide once and for all which man she wants—if any of them. 
Gordon’s novel will attract romance lovers of every stripe, espe-
cially those who prefer a bit of mystery and drama. The author’s 
love scenes sizzle, and her characters are well rounded in both 
a physical and psychological sense; she also doesn’t forget to 
expand on the history of Northern Ireland’s lush countryside. 
The book features a strong, ambitious female protagonist who 
is open to relationships but also knows that any love interest 
has to be compatible with her career—a favorable attribute 
in a modern romance. Despite moments when Rose has so 
many suitors that it can be difficult to keep track of them, this 
novel will likely keep its readers intellectually and emotionally 
engaged.

An addictive, rollicking tale of friendship, love, and lust.
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THE BASILISK 
Herin, Miriam
Wisdom House Books (658 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  April 30, 2022
9798986104904

The love story of Abelard and Heloise 
frames a tangled web of medieval intrigue 
and trauma in this labyrinthine novel.

Herin centers her tale on three his-
torical figures in 12th-century France. 
They include Peter Abelard, a renowned 

scholastic philosopher and logician; Heloise, a teenage girl—
and a formidable intellectual—whose affair with Abelard ended 
badly after they secretly married and her irate uncle hired men 
to castrate him; and Bernard of Clairvaux, a Roman Catholic 
mystic and founder of the Cistercian order of monks, who 
charged Abelard with heresy for his rationalistic analysis of 
Catholic theology. The narrative unfolds mainly in the 1130s, 
when Heloise has become the abbess of a nunnery, filled with 
regrets and yearning for Abelard. He is now the abbot of a mon-
astery and trying to stage a comeback as a philosophy professor 
in Paris, an ambition Bernard is hoping to thwart by lobbying 
the church to ban him from teaching. The story also imagines 
Abelard’s youth as a brilliant, arrogant prodigy; Heloise’s as 
an equally brilliant, passionate girl; and Bernard’s as a sickly 
young man whose attempts to connect with the world end in 
migraines and frustration. As Abelard and Heloise wrangle 
with their pasts, their real-life son, Astrolabe—named by geeky 
Heloise after an astronomical instrument—sets out to find his 
parents, whom he hasn’t seen since infancy. Meanwhile, Brother 
Gauvain, a monk and master builder, investigates a series of 
murders that may be linked to Abelard and Bernard’s rivalry. 
The monk’s probe dredges up his youthful experiences as a 
crusader in Jerusalem, where he participated in the psychedelic 
rites of the Brotherhood of Saint Anthony, a secret society that 
may be behind the homicides and plots he is seeking to unravel.

Herin’s yarn weaves fact and fiction into an intricate tapestry 
that feels a bit like Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose overlaid 
with Knights Templar–ish conspiracies and occult symbolism 
concerning everything from the magic number five to the titular 
serpent whose gaze turns men to stone. Around an entertaining 
mystery, she entwines a deep exploration of the intellectual and 
spiritual worldview of the Middle Ages, when Christian doc-
trine was awkwardly absorbing not-quite-logical medieval logic. 
(“Surely sir, you are not such an imbecile as to not know that 
universal substance is indivisible…the quality man passes wholly 
into each individual who thus become men by virtue of the divine 
substance,” asserts a celebrated brainiac.) Herin’s evocative prose 
vividly captures the horrific earthiness of medieval life and the 
mindset that found an ethereal holiness in it. (Out giving alms 
to dying peasants, Bernard “stared into an ancient and ghastly 
face, one cheek eaten away, the raw edges of flesh festering with 
pus and green mucous” and is reminded by his mother that “one 
learns to smell the sweet sanctity of Christ” in the stench of dis-
eased flesh.) The author’s characters are devoutly religious, but 
she unearths the psychological tensions roiling beneath sacred 

rituals. (Receiving Holy Communion from Abelard, Heloise 
“came away amazed to have actually swallowed it, even as she felt 
the slight tremor of his fingers as they paused before her face to 
lay the crust of bread on her tongue.”) The result is an absorbing 
clash of love, faith, reason, and violence.

A richly textured medieval tale told with gripping sus-
pense, keen intelligence, and aching emotion.

SPIRIT SIGHT
Hightower, Ross
Black Rose Writing  (663 pp.) 
$23.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Sept. 15, 2022
9781685130275

Hightower offers a YA fantasy tril-
ogy starter that features powerful magic, 
intricate lore, an evil empire, and an 
extraordinary quest.

Thirteen-year-old Minna Hunter lives 
in the modest town of Fennig with her par-

ents and beloved younger sister, Alyn. Although Minna is exceed-
ingly kind, her relationship with the civilians of Fennig is tense; 
when she was 8, she gained “spirit sight” and was branded as a 
witch, and she’s been ostracized and feared by those without 
magic. Minna communicates with magical “land spirits,” which 
manifest as flitting orbs of light that only she can perceive. This 
has been declared a crime punishable by death by the corrupt 
Empire at the heart of this fantasy land. When Alyn gains the 
same power, she’s kidnapped by the Inquisitors of the Empire. 
For the first time in her life, Minna takes decisive action and 
leaves the safety of Fennig to save her sister. She’s eventually 
accompanied by powerful allies and humble friends on her 
quest, during which she encounters death, romance, and pow-
erful magic. However, although her story is the driving force of 
this tale, it is not the only one that will keep readers turning 
pages; a flood of characters, helpfully summarized in a list, lead 
captivating adventures of their own—including farmer Agmar 
Ericson, resistance member Aron Hunter, religious order leader 
Deirdre Breasal, and Inquisitor Harold Wolfe, among oth-
ers who are introduced early on. The players cross paths in a 
sweeping story that culminates in an exhilarating finale. The 
cast members, though plentiful, are well rounded and often 
intriguing, and the relationships and dialogue between them 
are natural and believable. There’s a great deal of worldbuild-
ing in this opening installment, including maps and helpfully 
defined terms in fictional languages: “Her father told her they 
were the lan’and, the land spirits, though, like everyone else, he 
couldn’t see them.” Hightower moves the story through this 
thoughtful environment swiftly and concisely, making it easy to 
grasp, and also provides scenes of action and adventure. Read-
ers will likely be excited to see where the stories take them.

A lengthy but compelling tale that’s packed with essential 
fantasy elements.

“An absorbing clash of love, faith, reason, and violence.”
the basilisk
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PHOEBE AND FRED
Johnson, Nathaniel S.
Atmosphere Press (92 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Nov. 3, 2022
9781639885640

Two rescued basset hounds with unique 
abilities take center stage in this novella.

The Watsons (Henry, Miranda, and 
their two children, 11-year-old Lydia 
and 10-year-old Lewis) are sitting at 
their breakfast table when they hear the 

engine of Henry’s old Jaguar XK-120 roadster roar. Sitting at the 
wheel is Fred, the younger of the two basset hounds they have 
adopted from a rescue shelter. By his side is Phoebe. Both bas-
sets are wearing driving goggles, and they are off on a chaotic 
joyride that will rattle the quiet little village of Harmony. The 
unconventional Watsons, relative newcomers to Harmony, live 
in a ramshackle, Gothic structure high on a hill overlooking the 
village and have been the subject of suspicion among the gos-
sips. Henry is an eccentric loner who works on new contrap-
tions in his workshop, including a clever refitting of the Jaguar 
that makes it possible for the bassets to drive. Johnson describes 
Miranda as a “psychic and prognosticator,” and among her tal-
ents is the ability to whip up special Native American remedies 
and recipes. Realizing the bassets possess remarkable skills, 
she begins preparing a mixture of “Basset Brain Broth,” which 
increases their powers to communicate with their humans 
telepathically and sometimes even vocally. Johnson’s humor-
ously quirky, free-wheeling novella follows the escapades of 
these precocious pooches. And along the way, he pens a bit-
ing takedown of the “harmony” in small-town life, as villagers 
divide into pro-canine and anti-canine contingents. The latter 
group is headed by the story’s chief villain, the black-coated, 
black-hatted Rev. Earnest O. Treadwell, a character whose rants 
eventually become tiresome. The thinly veiled parody of today’s 
divided social landscape—and the harm caused by bigotry and 
religious intolerance—has several moments of true poignancy, 
as when the bassets are unfairly accused of causing a fire and 
run away into the dangerous woods. So, there will be a few tears. 
The charming, feel-good work is best as a chapter book for the 
younger set, but it also offers passionate dog lovers an amusing, 
offbeat, wish-fulfillment fantasy.

An entertaining and imaginative canine tale with some 
well-targeted social messaging.

THE LEGEND IS BORN
The Legends of Lainjin: 
Book Three
Knight, Gerald R.
Iguana Books (130 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Aug. 26, 2022
978-1-77180-586-5

Knight delves deeper into the origin 
story of his heroic Micronesian mariner 
in this third historical novel in a series.

Before his Odysseus-like sea jour-
neys began, Ļainjin was an infant in the arms of his surrogate 
mother, Helkena, on the storm-swept rocks of Wōtto Atoll in 
the Rālik island chain (now part of the Marshall Islands). As 
this story opens, his birth mother, the trader Tarmālu, has just 
departed the atoll with her sailors, hoping to move their fleet 
of canoes out of the path of a typhoon. The storm arrives and 
destroys Helkena’s house, but she and the baby manage to sur-
vive by taking shelter in a tree. Tarmālu doesn’t return after the 
storm, and Helkena is unsure of her fate; the latter does receive 
two visitors from Tarmālu’s native island of Naṃdik, however—
one of whom is Japeba, the grandfather of the baby Ļainjin. The 
men want to raise Ļainjin on Naṃdik, and they want Helkena 
to come and help them. She agrees, hoping that, while she’s 
there, she can get her “lines”—the traditional tattoos of mature 
women—as well as a husband to bring back with her to Wōtto. 
Helkena is already a mother of sorts, but she’s about to embark 
on a journey through the complex, environment-dictated cus-
toms of Rālik womanhood. Knight’s prose is even and evoca-
tive, speckled with Rālik words that effectively help to shape 
the world of the novel: “The old mariner claimed he felt the 
island’s presence in a swell called buñtokiōñ, which fell from 
the north. He spent quite a bit of time trying to point it out 
to [Helkena], but its presence was too subtle for her to detect.” 
Knight’s interests are perhaps more anthropological than they 
are literary, but his fictional world is so immersive that readers 
won’t mind the relative flatness of the characters. It’s a short 
novel, barely longer than a novella, but the landscapes it inhab-
its are epic in scale.

A slim but often effective coming-of-age story set in a 
Micronesia of long ago.

ODYSSEY’S CHILD
Lockton, John
Waterside Productions (292 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Jan. 6, 2022
978-1-956503-55-5

A novel in which a traumatized young 
boy faces danger and inner darkness.

Lockton begins his fiction debut 
with a tragedy. In 1950, 11-year-old Ethan 
Carpenter enters the family kitchen and 
finds his mother gasping in pain and 

dying of a heart attack. She begs Ethan not to leave her alone to 
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die, and he agrees, stunned and grief-stricken. Once she’s dead, 
he runs for help from his father and the local doctor. His horror 
intensifies because his father blames him for his mother’s death 
(“Are you so stupid you didn’t even know to go to our front par-
lor and call the operator?”), beats him severely, and, months 
later, ships him out of town. He’s sent to live for two months on 
a boat in the Caribbean owned by his father’s enigmatic friend 
George van Rosendahl. At first, van Rosendahl promises him 
a fun stay during their time together, but this means nothing 
to the bitterly disillusioned Ethan. “All that George’s talking 
nice to him meant was that he wanted something,” he thinks. 

“No adult treated him well anymore unless they wanted some-
thing.” George takes Ethan onboard the Rascal, and soon they 
embark on a long and dangerous voyage. Despite the peril (and 
how increasingly odd George seems), Ethan begins to feel a new 
kind of confidence and even camaraderie, which Lockton ably 
portrays. Likewise, Lockton seems very comfortable melding a 
typical coming-of-age story with a fairly rousing sea-adventure 
yarn. While the prose, cast, and descriptions of Caribbean cul-
ture are fairly conventional, they’re rendered with enough con-
viction to carry the narrative. Readers will feel invested in the 
twists and turns of Ethan’s adventures.

A readable, involving adventure in which a young boy 
plumbs his own hidden depths.

THE 7 SECRET KEYS TO 
STARTUP SUCCESS 
What You Need To 
Know To Win
Muchow, David J.
Skyhorse Publishing (368 pp.) 
$15.42  |  $17.99 e-book  |  Sept. 27, 2022
9781510770645

An expert offers a comprehensive 
overview of how to achieve startup 
success.

“This is not your uncle’s or aunt’s business book,” writes 
startup veteran Muchow in this work, which, he promises, 

“breaks the mold by providing more of the essential, practical, 
legal, and business information that growing businesses need to 
succeed.” He covers the basics of incorporating, dividing equity 
among partners, compensating workers, and raising capital 
while observing Securities and Exchange Commission regula-
tions. He breaks down these basics under seven broad headings, 
from planning your startup and finding the right partners to 
carefully assessing early risks, giving due importance to intel-
lectual property (convincingly described by the author as an 
essential key to startups), and dealing with workers and man-
aging sales and marketing. Winningly, Muchow illustrates each 
of these discussions with fictionalized dramatizations—this is a 
business book with a novel’s amount of dialogue, and here the 
author is playing to his strength. His scenarios very effectively 
bring the complexities of his main points to life. He also helps 
this along with charts and bullet points designed to make the 
huge amount of information he’s dispensing more digestible. 

“Your startup’s like a car,” he writes. “You, the entrepreneur, are 
the driver, the shareholders are the passengers, and money built 
the car and fuels it.” Basic nuts-and-bolts summations like this 
one run throughout the volume, very much enhancing the per-
vasive feeling of an experienced older colleague taking readers 
aside for confidential chats about routes to follow and pitfalls 
to avoid. Muchow opens his book by pointing out how vital 
startups and entrepreneurs have been to the American business 
world. He then expertly balances broader insights with useful, 
granular operational tactics on the organizational, legal, and 
ideological levels of a new company.

A briskly written, valuable, and confident guide to gaining 
success in a startup business.

IN IT TOGETHER
Navigating Depression With 
Partners, Friends, 
and Family
Notte, JoEllen
Thornapple Press (272 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  $10.49 e-book
March 3, 2023
9781990869082

A guide offers strategies for coping 
with a depressed relative or friend.

For over 20 years, Notte, a blogger, has dealt with her own 
depression. Her previous book, The Monster Under the Bed (2020), 
addressed how depression affects relationships. Writing it led 
to this work, which expands the focus to include “everyone who 
cares about anyone with depression.” The author’s effort, both 
noble and necessary, is written from the perspective of a person 
who struggles with depression. Notte also conducted extensive 
research under the supervision of a psychotherapist, and she 
enhances the volume with excerpted quotes from participants 
who have depression. Nonscientific and consumer-friendly, the 
content provides real insights into life with depression, the 
behaviors associated with it, and how best to assist someone 
with the condition. She begins by exposing some of the myths 
about depression and mental illness in general, suggesting 
that individuals with an ailment may conceal it “out of fear” 
because of society’s preconceived notions. Particularly reveal-
ing are some of the obstacles that may impede delivering aid 
to a person who is depressed. Notte’s explanation of “why you 
don’t need to understand and how you can still effectively sup-
port someone” is especially insightful and helpful. Much of her 
advice is simple yet powerful; for example, “People who are 
struggling want to know that they aren’t alone”; “Remember 
they are not causing the situation—depression is”; and “Be OK 
with people being not OK.” The author does an admirable job 
of weaving in her own often gut-wrenching experiences with 
those of the individuals she interviewed. Offering the voices of 
people of different ages, genders, races, and backgrounds helps 
clarify the key point that depression is universal and can affect 
anyone. The book’s final chapter, “The Cheat Sheet,” is likely 
to be extremely valuable; here, Notte presents specific tips on 
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“what not to say—and what to say instead,” “things not to do 
(and things to do instead),” “active ways to support someone 
with depression,” and “things to remember when you don’t 
understand.” This useful chapter even includes specific ideas 
for texts and voice messages to send to a depressed person.

Candid, compassionate, engaging, and wise advice on deal-
ing with depression.

A FEW MURDERS IN MY 
NEIGHBORHOOD
Olek, Henry
Self (376 pp.) 
$14.00 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 11, 2022
9798838416575

In this novel, a man and a woman 
team up to solve seemingly unrelated 
crimes, both hoping to leave behind 
their ruts and find new directions for 
their lives.

April September and Preston Tremlock are approaching 
middle age with plenty of dreams but little success to show 
for them. April is a fledgling mystery writer collecting rejec-
tion slips while working a banking job she hates. Preston is 
an amateur detective loathed by the local police force that he 
pesters with his investigative theories. The two meet when 
April storms into Preston’s office at the insurance company 
where he has a short-term gig. Despite such an antagonistic 
beginning, they discover they both love mysteries. Although 
she’s engaged, April agrees to go out for coffee with him 
after he returns her notebook, which she had lost. Their big 
break comes when April’s bank is robbed by a trio of Santas, 
after which millions of dollars disappear. The insurance com-
pany, which has fired Preston, offers a $250,000 reward for 
whomever discovers the missing money. April quits her job 
and proposes to Preston that they combine their resources 
by moving in together, focusing on finding the cash (“We’re 
going to collect that reward. Plus I’m going to write about it 
and sell it”). April decides Preston is gay without ever confirm-
ing that. Together, they forge ahead blithely, ignoring danger, 
toward a brighter future. In this charming mystery, veteran 
screenwriter Olek has created a memorable pair in April and 
Preston. Both think they’re the smartest people in any room, 
which leads to frequent clashes between them. Later, the fact 
that Preston isn’t actually gay results in more bumps in their 
road. But their deductive powers and analytical skills are ideal 
for the task at hand. Their unorthodox methods and willing-
ness to skirt legalities leave them far ahead of the local cops. 
As a result, the police fail to uncover the bank theft’s impor-
tant connection to some murders. Olek’s engaging narrative 
flies along with April and Preston as they careen from one 
false lead to another, unbothered by failure. They’re a winning 
combination, hopefully one that the author will bring back for 
another case.

This delightful mystery succeeds in uniting two kindred 
souls in need of a change.

THE HUMMINGBIRD WARS
Paschall, Ron
Illus. by Sue Hull
Emerald Books (133 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $18.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book 
Oct. 21, 2022
9781954779679
9781954779648 paper

A whimsical YA fantasy featuring 
fierce members of the Hummingbird 
Nation.

In 1820, Hubert Hummingbird is the husband of Helena 
and father of Mason; another hatchling is soon to be born. One 
day in June, Hubert is blissfully imbibing flower nectar in his 
favorite meadow and spots a bunch of threatening crows cir-
cling high above, about to attack. Hubert escapes, but it’s the 
third hostile appearance in one week by members of the Crow 
Nation; it turns out to be the harbinger of a vengeful plot 
devised by aging hawk Hatchet. Back when Hubert was not yet 
hatched, his father had sacrificed his own life to protect him; 
in the battle that ensued, Hubert’s father destroyed Hatchet’s 
left eye—and now Hatchet’s determined to ruin Hubert’s life. 
It’s a clever scheme that causes Hubert to lose the respect of 
his peers and results in his and his family’s banishment from 
the colony. After 100 years, the descendants of the original 
Hubert were allowed to return, but his name was still a source 
of ridicule. A century after that, in 2020, a new fledgling is born, 
and his father chooses to name him after his unfairly derided 
ancestor. The young Hubert may be the one to finally reclaim 
the family’s honor. In his preface, Paschall offers his readers an 
informative introduction to the intricate behavior and abilities 
of the remarkable hummingbird, which can fly forward and 
backward, hover in place, and endure 500 miles of speedy flight 
without rest. All of this lays a nice foundation for an imagina-
tive narrative, which builds upon the real-life antics of this tiny 
bird and its intense instincts toward protection of family and 
territory. Young Hubert and his friends are portrayed as being 
full of personality, and their adolescent adventures are excit-
ing enough to keep the story engaging and frequently amusing. 
Illustrator Hull presents compelling two-page spreads, includ-
ing images of an angry eagle and a sleeping mountain lion.

A clever and enjoyable chapter book for the younger set 
about love, friendship, and restitution.

THE BYWAYS
Pascual, Mary
SparkPress (320 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  June 6, 2023
9781684631902

A high schooler crosses over into a 
new world in Pascual’s YA fantasy novel.

CeeCee Harper is no stranger to 
unsympathetic teachers, bullies who 
think she’s weird, and other hardships 
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“A fun, charming, and modern twist on an old classic.”
the byways
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that come with being a high school student with sensory pro-
cessing disorder and ADHD. She also has impulse-control 
issues that make her temper rise at inconvenient times, espe-
cially when she’s frustrated. Her only ally is her best friend, 
Trudy, but CeeCee wonders if she really understands her. After 
a particularly difficult day, an angry CeeCee makes the wrong 
choice and shoplifts a rabbit keychain from a local store in her 
unnamed city; the fear and regret that follow lead her to flee 
down a side alley off a main street, and that’s how she ends up 
crossing into “the byways”—a parallel realm where magical 
humanoids live under the rule of the Queen and her enforc-
ers. CeeCee befriends part-cat/part-boy Jesse, who guides her 
through the absurd world of the byways as she tries to find her 
way back home. Pascual’s take on Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adven-
tures in Wonderland (1865) results in a smart, delightful novel that 
features a pinch of danger, a spoonful of political unrest, and a 
dash of romance (found in the most unexpected way). CeeCee’s 
coming-of-age story is one about choices, about grappling with 
identity, and about finding a place to belong. Throughout, the 
author engagingly negotiates how the world views CeeCee, and 
how she views herself, with fittingly captivating prose: “She 
thought about cats and people and how much she would like 
another cup of coffee about now. She thought about home and 
the strangeness of perspective….Her mind was scattered, unfo-
cused, too fast, and yet everything was clearer than she had felt 
in a long time.”

A fun, charming, and modern twist on an old classic. 

ALLISTER BANKS AND THE 
RUBY BLADE
An Adventure Finance Tale
Payne, Matt
Adventure Finance (461 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Sept. 16, 2022
9781737460008

An anthropomorphic alligator searches 
for relics around the world while imparting 
financial advice in this middle-grade novel.

Allister Banks is an alligator. Not the 
kind of gator readers are used to, but one who walks upright, 
talks, and is an Indiana Jones–type hero who travels the globe 
searching for rare relics. He and his fellow reptiles live in Gator 
City on a continent called Alligatros; use the Alligatros inter-
net; and work at places like Gator States Bancorp. Allister 
works in the bank in the present day, but his adventures begin 
with a flashback, when he and his friend Maxitrillion Green-
back are searching for a relic called the Jade Scarab. They find it, 
lose it, and have a falling-out only to cross paths—along with an 
archivist named Christina—two years later on the hunt for the 
Ruby Blade, a sword also known as Excalibur. The bulk of the 
book focuses on this pursuit, but it’s an escapade with a twist. 
Sprinkled throughout are financial lessons, from sections on 
expenses and income to others on loans and financial advisers. 
There are 20 financial lessons, which start with the basics: “A 
credit card is a tool that allows you to borrow money from a 

company in order to buy things.” It’s an odd marriage of finan-
cial help and quest tale, particularly for the young readers for 
whom this book is written. They will certainly respond well to 
Allister’s exploits, filled with fights and creatures like poison-
ous beetles. Payne has created an imaginative world, although 
the nearly 450-page tome drags in places. This story is definitely 
an epic, as Allister travels extensively and deals with the human 
world and the secrets surrounding the famous sword. Some 
readers will be put off by the financial lessons, which occasion-
ally seem to materialize out of nowhere, but others will delight 
in the author’s inventiveness. It is a bit of “a spoonful of sugar”—
young readers enjoying Allister’s heroics may learn something 
about finances in the process.

An engaging mix of escapades and financial advice.

FRENCH HOLIDAY
Ready, Sarah
W.W. Crown (454 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  April 26, 2023
9781954007482

In this mystery/romance, a woman 
whose longtime crush just married her 
sister escapes to her godmother’s crum-
bling castle in France only to encounter 
the snarky best man in residence.

New Yorker Merry DeLuca is dread-
ing walking down the aisle. She is a bridesmaid at her sister 
Angela’s wedding but has been friends with the groom, Leo 
Fernandes, for years and is secretly in love with him. She was 
finally going to confess this to Leo when, alas, he met the more 
beautiful Angela. Further aggravating matters is Leo’s best man, 
Noah Wright, a famous travel documentarian. A pre-wedding 
meeting did not go well, with Merry spotting that the guarded, 
watchful Noah dumped her gift of wine in the trash. At the wed-
ding, stressed-out Merry gets drunk and flirts with Noah, wak-
ing up the next day in a hotel room to find him sleeping beside 
her. She sneaks out and faces further challenges. A human 
resources mediator, she has to fire a lot of people, and then 
Angela announces that she’s pregnant. So Merry quits her job 
and follows her unconventional godmother Jupiter Mountlake’s 
advice that “you’re allowed to escape if your life is in a trash 
compactor.” Merry goes to stay at the French countryside cha-
teau that Jupiter purchased. Unfortunately, the place is a dump, 
and worse, Jupiter rented the chateau to Noah. Amid missteps, 
Merry and Noah learn to open up to each other and uncover a 
painting by a renowned missing artist, providing new clues for 
Noah—the vanished artist turns out to be one of the underlying 
reasons for Noah’s travels.  

Ready has written a tale that deliciously taps into its French 
trappings. Merry enjoys pungent cheeses and the attentions of a 
handsome local art gallery owner called—but of course—Pierre. 
Yet this novel also includes psychological nuances that enrich 
what could have been simply a rather glossy and superficial story. 
Lead couple Merry and Noah are sketched out with childhood 
backstories that explain their wary natures. Even secondary 
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characters Angela and Leo return for their own revealing twists, 
including one on the Lovers’ Bridge that figures prominently 
for several reasons in the tale. The mystery weaving through 
this romance gets overly convoluted at times (What took Noah 
so long to get to this chateau?). There are also a lot of rather for-
tuitous, just-in-time entrances by other characters who block 
Merry and Noah at critical moments. But overall, it’s hard to 
resist a story with a female hero who reprieves a lobster and 
realizes that Angela’s appropriation of what Merry first desires 
is a pattern (“I know that look. It’s the red bike look”). The 
novel’s final moments, which bring together the characters in 
an emotionally satisfying way, update the book’s opening scene. 
Merry and Noah would certainly make for engaging detectives 
unraveling mysteries in future installments. His roaming adven-
tures could be aided by her mediator skills, which come in handy 
during a tense moment with Pierre in this tale. Indeed, Ready 
perhaps hints at this future with Merry’s final note: “Don’t for-
get to watch his latest episodes, where we travel to all the most 
romantic locations in the world—the Amalfi Coast is next.” 

A charming dramedy featuring a promising sleuthing duo.

PANDION
Ried, William Michael
Self (296 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  June 28, 2022
9781949085549

In this thriller, a young man who has 
lost almost everything faces threats to 
himself and his family.

Atticus Forester’s family is immensely 
wealthy and powerful thanks to Pandion 
Capital, a hedge fund founded by his 

father and uncle. But one fateful morning, the corporate jet 
explodes upon takeoff, killing Atti’s father, mother, and older 
brother. As fate would have it, Atti missed the plane (his father, 
Hugo, the pilot, was tyrannically punctual). Soon after this trag-
edy, Pandion Capital is exposed as a Ponzi scheme; the courts 
and creditors take all the money; and Atti is suddenly a pauper 
and a pariah, finding out who his real friends are. But a maniac 
who blames the Foresters for his tortured life, not without rea-
son, is out to kill even the second generation of them. This is 
truly biblical, or rather, classical Greek. Garish and fiendish 
taunts appear: Someone tries to poison Atti’s dog; his uncle is 
sent a case of poisoned wine; and his aunt gets a Gucci handbag 
with a dead bat inside. And Crane, a crazed scholar, sends rid-
dling verses based on Greek mythology to Atti. There is finally 
a mad, white-knuckle chase at the family’s Maine compound 
with a fierce nor’easter thrown in, as Atti and his friends try to 
rescue a kidnapped woman from a killer’s dire clutches. Ried 
paints a vivid picture of Atti’s world, both before and after the 
disasters. After one early embarrassment, Atti feels “like a pot-
ted plant someone forgot to water.” But the author also shows 
Atti to be a real mensch who can take everything the world 
throws at him, resulting in a riveting survival story. And Atti has 
at least three true friends to see him through: Gabriel Oak, the 

caretaker of the family compound; Elle, Atti’s beautiful cousin 
and confederate; and his resourceful sidekick, Paolo Giaquinto, 
aka Q. So readers get a gripping mystery (Crane is not the only 
suspect in the misdeeds) along with a study in true and false 
friends and the corruptive power of great wealth, all set mostly 
on the fabled rockbound coast of Maine.

A well-plotted, enjoyable adventure.

WE HAD OUR REASONS
Poems by Ricardo 
Ruiz and Other Hard-
Working Mexicans From 
Eastern Washington
Ruiz, Ricardo
Pulley Press (212 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  May 3, 2022
9798985263220

A bilingual collaboration between 
several Mexican and Mexican Ameri-

can authors.
Ruiz describes this collection as a “poetry pulley” that “reel[s] 

in the poems made by rural poets with their friends, neighbors, co-
workers and family,” including several Mexican immigrants and 
his own brother, who works for U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement. The poems are presented in both English and 
Spanish, with shared bylines between Ruiz and his collabo-
rators and some of Ruiz’s solo work mixed in. Many of the 13 
contributors—most of whom are identified by their first names 
only—work agricultural jobs; some lack documents, and a few 
survived human trafficking. The book’s various sections address 
the stress of migration, the anxiety of deportation, and the diffi-
cult reality of pursuing the American dream. One of the uses of 
poetry is to provide catharsis that journalism and even memoir 
can’t facilitate. Centavo, one poet, recounts selling cannabis as 
a child with a local gang to help his parents: “They would come 
and get me— / my backpack full and / it wasn’t just weed any 
more. I moved other shit: / Ten thousand pesos for one trip.” In 
another poem, David Ruiz (the author’s brother) grapples with 
his role as an ICE officer: “Imagine that you’re established here. 
You got / your kids to pick up from school. / You own two cars 
and / you got a job— / and I’m supposed to pick you up and 
send you back.” The starkness of the language makes the speak-
ers’ surveys of past wounds feel even more acute. Some longer 
works braid several perspectives together, such as one that puts 
David Ruiz and multiple other contributors in conversation as 
two sides of an interaction at the Mexico–United States bor-
der. Ruiz’s solo works provide a sort of bridge, offering accounts 
of an experience between two worlds. The power in all these 
poems is not in their desire to convince, to cause guilt, or to 
inspire but in plainly laying out the many costs that one pays to 
live in America.

An affecting set of poems about family, resilience, and 
moving forward.
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“The starkness of the language makes the speakers’ 
surveys of past wounds feel even more acute.”

we had our reasons
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KNOCK ON THE SOUL
Sharma, Kuldeep M.
Wisdom Village Publications (529 pp.) 
$5.18 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  July 15, 2020
9789380710907

In Sharma’s novel, an Indian power 
broker’s perspective is changed by an 
idealistic village leader.

“Everything is possible…if you pay the 
right amount of money to the right peo-
ple at the right time,” affirms Nambardaar, 

a billionaire businessperson who’s built an empire on the backs of 
the poor. He enables embezzlement, bribes government officials, 
and blithely operates a bus line that’s responsible for multiple 
hit-and-run fatalities. In a system supported by caste inequality, 
justice proves elusive for the citizenry. However, Nambardaar’s 
life takes a turn after he endorses Gangu, a member of the so-
called “untouchable” caste, to lead the village of Setpur as a politi-
cal ploy. Gangu’s quiet integrity proves transformative, unsettling 
the balance of local power, and when Gangu appoints Muskan, 
a socially progressive member of the Brahmin caste, to serve in 
the Setpur school, the unscrupulousness of an entire system is 
put on display. Muskan finds a school in shambles, with starving 
children and absent teachers, and he reports the intolerable situ-
ation to the district magistrate. Yet Muskan’s altruism comes at a 
dangerous price that may cost Setpur children their lives. When 
Nambardaar’s sons are gravely injured by his corruption, the 
wealthy man finally begins to see the error of his ways. Sharma’s 
novel offers readers a blend of beauty and grit while highlighting 
political injustices that include unpayable loans and rampant pol-
lution. The work also effectively confronts the consequences of 
a caste system in which oppressed people are forced into silence. 
Nambardaar’s initial disregard for the lives of the poor is shock-
ing, and it invites readers to consider the ways in which others 
excuse oppression in the name of personal gain. The work engag-
ingly culminates in a celebration of the human spirit as an oppres-
sor shares the plight of those he’s abused and is spiritually reborn. 
Not all aspects of some characters’ stories are fully resolved, but 
readers will embrace the ending, with its assurance that love can 
be awakened in the hardest of hearts.

A compelling story of redemption and renewal. 

THE SILENT COUNT
Smiroldo, E.A.
Self (289 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  July 12, 2022
9798840423226

In this thriller, a young nuclear engi-
neer gets a unique opportunity to combat 
climate change and unwittingly becomes 
a pawn in a political conspiracy.

Dara Bouldin is a woman of rare 
genius—at the age of 21, she already 

has a doctorate in nuclear engineering and is writing nuclear 

safety code for the Agency for Advanced Energy Research, a 
government institute. But her work is drearily uninspiring and 
completely unrelated to her research on climate change, her 
abiding passion. In addition, she’s still reeling emotionally from 
a breakup with her fiance, Jericho Wells, now a major rock star. 
Moreover, she’s assumed responsibility for the steep gambling 
debts accrued by her father, Avery, a loving man who’s an embar-
rassingly irresponsible burden. Then Dara’s fortunes suddenly 
look more promising when she is contacted by Brig. Gen. Alex-
ander Fallsworth, who is interested in her doctoral dissertation 
on climatological geo-engineering—in short, reversing climate 
change by repositioning the jet stream. Alexander wants to 
accomplish precisely this by employing nuclear weapons to 
eliminate a series of targeted mountain ranges, a peculiar but 
innovative notion made stunningly plausible by Smiroldo. Dara 
is initially thrilled but finds out—from colleague and romantic 
interest Dmitri Andreevich—that Alexander’s real plan is to 
justify the nuclear destruction of America’s global competitors. 
As Dara protests to Alexander, “If you use those coordinates, 
you’ll solve America’s climate problems, but you’ll turn sections 
of Asia into deserts. Parts of the northern countries would turn 
into Antarctica, and parts of the southern half would turn into 
Death Valley. Half of Russia alone would become uninhabitable, 
as would huge sections of China.” Dara’s ability to intervene is 
hampered by questions of national security—she can’t simply 
go public with classified information—as well as the fact that 
Dmitri turns out to be a Russian spy.

The author shrewdly examines the way in which Dara’s sen-
timental idealism, even armed as she is with scientific brilliance, 
leaves her vulnerable to the cynical machinations of political 
strategies. She’s a delicately drawn character, as intellectually 
rigorous as she is emotionally pliable. Further, Smiroldo limns 
with heartbreaking poignancy the origins of Dara’s interest 
in climate change—her mother died trying to save her from a 
wildfire in her native Colorado when she was a child. The Amer-
ica depicted in the book is plagued by wildfires and other natu-
ral disasters, pummeled by the devastating effects of climate 
change, a terrifying prospect vividly portrayed. The author’s 
writing can devolve into melodrama—Dara often refers to the 
lyrics of popular songs in order to interpret her experiences, 
vapid examples of poetry. Prepared to run from her mounting 
problems, she recalls these lines from a fictional song: “Some-
place far where nobody knows me / Test this brave new spirit 
inside / Become a woman of the world of lost borders / Forgive 
myself and / Get on with my life / And I’ll fly, and I’ll fly away.” 
Nonetheless, this is an engrossing novel, both scientifically 
inventive and psychologically sensitive.

An imaginative and engaging blend of SF and political 
intrigue.
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LETTERS FROM 
ELEANOR ROOSEVELT 
Swigonski, Mary
Self (201 pp.) 
$10.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  June 14, 2022
9798350703412

A college student studies the corre-
spondence of Eleanor Roosevelt during 
an especially tumultuous senior year in 
this epistolary novel.

Joan Zatańczy is a Barnard Col-
lege student in 1961 facing a rocky senior year: She’s behind 
on credits, and she’s still not sure what to write about for her 
senior thesis. When Joan’s faculty adviser, professor Harold 
Smyth, takes her on a romantic picnic outside the Cathedral 
of St. John the Divine, he seduces her. “I am an adult at long 
last,” Joan innocently confesses, not realizing that this affair 
will lead to her undoing. Joan soon discovers that she is preg-
nant, and her whole world begins to fall apart. Her standing at 
the college comes into question—Barnard’s President Barrows 
is professor Smyth’s uncle, and he will do whatever it takes to 
protect his nephew—and Joan must navigate her senior year as 
an expectant mother. Interspersed with Joan’s earnest letters to 
her childhood friend are the letters written by first lady Eleanor 
Roosevelt to Joan’s mother, including one postdated for Joan 
herself, which exemplifies Roosevelt’s generosity of spirit and 
wry humor: “I wish for you joy, love and just enough saltiness 
to keep your life interesting and tasty.” These letters inspire 
the subject of Joan’s thesis—Roosevelt’s work with the United 
Nations—as they thematically connect the drama of Joan’s col-
legiate experience with moments in Roosevelt’s own life (Joan 
finds particular inspiration in Roosevelt’s insistence upon sum-
moning one’s courage and refusing to be overwhelmed when 
pursuing a meaningful goal). The wisdom of Roosevelt, along 
with that of the incredible women who inspire Joan at Barnard 
(such as professor Cobbe, her champion during the fallout with 
professor Smyth), creates unity between the novel’s seemingly 
unrelated parts. While some letters can feel padded with sum-
mary, with one detailing the Seneca Falls Convention standing 
out as particularly dry, in the end, Swigonski’s promising debut 
is an interesting, hopeful experiment of a novel.

A thoughtfully penned exercise with a strong, feminist center.

PROPHETIC VOICES
Renewing and 
Reimagining Haftarah
Ed. by Symons, Barbara AB
Central Conference of American Rabbis 
Press (562 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Feb. 15, 2023
9780881233704

A group of prominent American rabbis 
reimagine the haftarah’s place in the Jewish 
liturgy in this collection edited by Symons.

Derived from the Hebrew word meaning conclusion, the haf-
tarah is the final word of sacred text read or chanted before the 
Torah scroll is returned to the ark during Sabbaths and festivals. 
Its passages typically come from the Old Testament’s second 
half, such as Isaiah 58, in which the ancient prophet calls out 
the hypocrisy of Israelites for not practicing the virtues they 
preach. The haftarah was originally designed to be “liturgi-
cally radical,” urging listeners to “disrupt society’s oppressive 
hypocrisy and call attention to the plight of all those who suf-
fer,” as Rabbi Jonah Dov Pesner says in this book’s foreword; 
however, many rabbis are familiar with looking out into their 
congregations as “eyes glaze over during the haftarah reading, 
which should be summoning us to action.” The idea of this vol-
ume, which features roughly 150 contributors, was born during 
a national conference in 2018 among Reform Jews who sought 
to direct the moral impulses of their religion to contempo-
rary issues, including racial justice, voting rights, gun violence, 
reproductive and LGBTQ+ rights, and mass incarceration. It 
begins with introductory essays about prophetic readings and 
the origins of the haftarah; the second part provides contem-
porary interpretations of standard Reform haftarah texts, and 
the third and fourth parts offer alternative voices to address 
issues that correspond to the traditional Jewish calendar and 
American Jewish calendar. The latter includes “Brown v. Board 
of Education in International Context,” by Justice Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg for International Women’s Day and “Invisibility in 
Academe” by Adrienne Rich for the Transgender Day of Visibil-
ity. Vetted by an editorial advisory committee of more than a 
dozen rabbis and Jewish scholars, this is a well-researched work 
that boasts over 500 endnotes. Under the experienced eye of 
Symons, the editorial board’s chair, it offers scholarly bona fides 
and an accessible writing style that’s sensitive to contemporary 
liturgical needs.

A rare work on Jewish liturgy that offers as much to rabbis 
and cantors as it does their lay congregations.
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“A thoughtfully penned exercise with a strong, feminist center.”
letters from eleanor roosevelt
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SOULMATES & STRANGERS
A Friendship That Lasted 
a Lifetime
Umlas, Judith
Handler and Wagreich Publishing (141 
pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Nov. 14, 2022
9798986284828

Umlas’ memoir reflects on her moth-
er’s life-changing international corre-
spondence with a French pen pal.

Even from a very early age, the author recalled her mother 
Sylvia Wagreich’s deepening bond with a woman from Lyon, 
France, named Claudia Raymonde Mariotti. The relationship 
began with a high school–instituted letter-exchange project in 
1936. And for the next 70 years, the friendship between these 
two women endured through a series of letters, written half 
in French, half in English, detailing their private lives, loves, 
losses, and their separate life adventures. “I’ve always known 
that I’d been a major beneficiary of my mother’s long and 

rich relationship with her French pen pal,” the author writes. 
In 1965, despite Umlas’ Type 1 diabetes diagnosis, her mother 
allowed her enough independence to spend the summer of her 
18th birthday in France with Claudia and her husband, Mario. 
The extended visit, which was life-changing for Umlas, had 
been carefully prearranged by her mother, who had yet to meet 
Claudia in person. As an adult, the author and her teenage son 
made a special trip in 2005 to visit Mario and Claudia (who, at 
85 years old, was still an officer in the official Elvis Presley fan 
club of France). Claudia ceremoniously presented the author 
with a treasury of letters she’d received from Sylvia beginning 
from their first exchange to the spring of 1947, when Sylvia was 
26 and was about six months pregnant with Umlas. This gift 
became a keepsake and a priceless glimpse into her mother’s 
life as a teenager and into her adulthood. After the devastating 
loss of both parents in 2008, Umlas, with her mother’s letters 
in tow, visited Mario and Claudia to share nostalgic moments, 
reconnect on a deeper emotional level, and express her fondest 
appreciation for the gift of her mother’s letters.

Umlas, whose background is in corporate training with a 
focus on empowerment and acknowledgment advocacy, embel-
lishes her enthusiastic, heartfelt prose with an eye-catchingly 
creative design that balances the author’s narration with the let-
ters and family photographs that bring the stories and “glorious 
and colorful details” of her mother’s adventures to life. Early in 
their correspondence, Sylvia and Claudia exchanged construc-
tive criticism (and gracious acknowledgment) for minor mis-
steps in each other’s attempts at translation. Verbatim extracts 
from the letters provide an intimate knowledge of the women’s 
friendship as well as affording the author the opportunity to 
familiarize herself with her “mover and shaker” mother’s per-
spectives on the arts, old Hollywood, and international politics. 
As Umlas’ unique insider education on her mother broadens, 
so does her adoration, as the memories deepen her emotional 
attachment to her mother’s legacy. In her first letter, Umlas’ 
mother writes to Claudia: “I was enchanted to receive your let-
ter. I read it almost 100 times until I knew it by heart. I am very 
happy to have a French friend.” Readers who still have close 
relationships with their parents will find much to appreciate 
here, as will Francophiles since Umlas incorporates the French 
language, culture, and atmosphere that Claudia shared with her 
soul mate. In a social media–saturated world, this is a refreshing 
example of how an enduring long-distance companionship can 
be formed using simple pen and paper.        

A heartwarming scrapbook from a devoted multidimen-
sional friendship spanning miles and decades.
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SHE RIDES
Chasing Dreams Across 
California and Mexico
Vrecek, Alenka
She Writes Press (320 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  June 13, 2023
9781647424565

Vrecek’s memoir recounts a solo bike 
ride from Lake Tahoe to Baja California.

The author, a Slovenian immigrant 
and skiing coach–turned–business owner, 

celebrates pushing oneself beyond what one thought possible in 
this debut. After surviving a bad marriage, multiple cancers, and 
her second husband’s Parkinson’s diagnosis, Vrecek embarked 
on a solo “bikepacking” journey in 2018 from one home in Lake 
Tahoe to her other home in Baja California, carrying camping 
equipment (including a tent) with her on a mountain bike that 
she dubbed The Beast. Most of the book chronicles this ride, 
characterized by punishing heat, rugged terrain, long stretches 
of isolation, tough physical challenges, and the kindness of 
strangers, which continued to amaze Vrecek throughout her trip, 
especially after crossing the Mexican border. The book includes 
multiple accounts of setbacks (including digestive issues) that 
threaten to derail her trip but ultimately don’t. This kind of 
personal journey narrative can be clichéd, but Vrecek avoids 
this with earthy, ironic humor: “ ‘You goddamn idiot,’ I mur-
mur. ‘You went on this trip to live, not to die!’ I wiggle my toes. 
I wiggle my fingers. I squeeze my butt cheeks. Strange energy 
surges through me.” The book is full of aphorisms that might be 
grating were they not so thoroughly justified in the context of 
the story, as when Vrecek describes her midtrip communications 
with her children, whom she was desperate not to let down: 

“Face adversity head-on, accept it, and keep moving forward.” Vrecek 
is refreshingly unsparing when recounting things that went 
wrong—including the consequences of eating an unripe pitaya 
dulce fruit. After a somewhat slow start in which Vrecek details 
her immigration and first marriage, her story gains momentum 
and remains engaging to the end.

A gripping account of small-scale adventure and 
self-discovery.

JESTIN KASE AND THE 
TERRORS OF SHADOW METAL
White, J. Michael
Teer Publishing (376 pp.) 
$1.99 e-book  |  May 30, 2023

The titular superpowered teen returns 
in this YA urban fantasy sequel, facing 
off against an evil threatening the lives of 
many—including the boy he’s crushing on.

It’s a fairly typical day for Jestin 
Kase, battling a giant monster in Chi-
cago. The 15-year-old fights with magical, 

ancient Dragon Metal, which flows through his veins and can be 

manipulated to create armor and weapons. Jestin learns there’s 
something sinister afoot when he comes across an elf called Tir-
ich, who hunts the entity that cursed his people with demon 
power. Meanwhile, a stranger wielding magic chains has been 
killing elves for unknown reasons. These dark doings connect 
to a being Tirich calls “Master of the Terrors of Shadow.” This 
malevolent presence covers the city in eldritch tendrils, put-
ting millions in peril, including Jacob Colt, the boy Jestin may 
be interested in dating. Confronting this crisis, Jestin must rely 
upon people he doesn’t entirely trust, and his debilitating panic 
attacks make everything all the more grueling. Humor abounds 
in White’s tale as Jestin compulsively quips in all manner of 
potentially lethal circumstances: “I’m fine. Totally not crazy. 
Now let’s go talk to the vampire elf of living shadow sitting in 
our dungeon.” While this emphasis on comedy somewhat damp-
ens suspense, Jestin’s genuinely funny sarcasm enlivens action 
scenes that showcase golems, blood-drinking elves, and a vari-
ety of creatures sporting claws and sharp teeth. More serious 
story elements also register, most notably Jestin’s concern for 
Colt, though their relationship develops here at a frustratingly 
slow pace. Still, the plucky teen hero and his faerie cat, Growly 
McHissy-Face, make for a wonderful duo.

A droll, charming protagonist carries this uproarious 
magic-laden tale over the finish line.

ISLAND GIRLS
Free the Sea of Plastic
Williamson, Blair Northen
Illus. by Svitlana Holovchenko
Island Writer Press (34 pp.) 
$9.50 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 16, 2022
978-1662932489

Two young girls help sea turtles by 
collecting plastic from the ocean in this 
debut picture book.

Sadie and Josie—two blond, blue-eyed White girls who 
appear to be preschoolers—live on a sailboat. After a windy 
night, their sea turtle friend, Fig, asks them for help: “Holy 
anchovies! There’s trouble in Jellyfish Alley!” After enlisting 
their parents, the girls dive down to discover the problem. The 
wind sent too many plastic grocery bags into the water, and the 
sea turtles are mistaking them for jellyfish. The girls and their 
mother help free the turtles and collect the garbage. Not stop-
ping with solving the immediate problem, the family tackles 
the larger issue, making signs to get the community involved 
and writing letters to legislators. Based on the true story of 
Williamson’s trash-collecting efforts with her daughters (the 
real Sadie and Josie), the book includes a thank-you note from 
the girls to all the readers who help out. The author helpfully 
provides action items for readers unsure about how to start. 
But the simple text is at times a little too whimsical. The sea 
turtles all speak English, and the girls can talk underwater, both 
of which undermine the realistic message. But Holovchenko’s 
gorgeous paintings reaffirm the realism in her detailed turtles 
and wildlife. Newly independent readers will only find a few 
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“The plucky teen hero and his faerie cat, Growly 
McHissy-Face, make for a wonderful duo.”

jestin kase and the terrors of shadow metal
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challenging words. In addition, there are plenty of clues in the 
pictures to help them figure out the story.

A solid, positive animal tale for budding environmentalists.

LONG GOES TO 
DRAGON SCHOOL
Wu, Helen H.
Illus. by Mae Besom
Yeehoo Press (36 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 1, 2023
9781953458506

Wu offers a picture book about dragons that tells a story of 
diversity and inclusion. 

Long, a young dragon, is excited to begin Dragon School, but 
he worries: “Where I’m from, everyone breathes out water, not 
fire.” In class, each student tries to cook a potato after a spec-
tacular, fiery demonstration by Professor McKay. Long knows 
he can’t generate flames, so he unsuccessfully pretends to do so. “ 

‘You’ll find your own path,’ Professor McKay tells the class.” Long 
“concentrates. He meditates. He resorts to experimental meth-
ods.” However, nothing works. As other dragons use their unique 
skills to successfully cook their assigned foods, Long tearfully 
admits to his teacher that he can’t breathe fire, only water. Profes-
sor McKay guides the youngster to use his water to cook a pump-
kin; soon, it’s “perfectly steamed.” Together the class prepares a 
wonderful picnic. Wu weaves a positive message into a delight-
ful story that will appeal to young readers. Using a dragon as the 
main character strengthens the overall message that everyone is 
different and has unique gifts to share. Besom’s appealing water-
color illustrations wonderfully complement the text, clearly rep-
resenting the story’s events. From beginning to end, the images 
will likely enchant youngsters as they get to know Long’s world.

A beautifully illustrated tale with an affecting message.
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Books of the Month
MY LOVE FOR YOU 
IS LIKE A GARDEN
Laura Smetana
Endearing, engaging 
text pairs well with 
gorgeously executed 
illustrations for a 
joyful read.

WHAT SMALL 
SOUND
Francesca Bell
A moving and 
musical set of 
poetic works.

COLLECT CALL TO 
MY MOTHER
Lori Horvitz
A scintillating 
collection, full of 
subtle wit and pas-
sionate yearning.

BLUE: SEASON
Chris Lombardi
A richly textured and 
deeply felt tale of life 
and tragedy turned 
into art.

BUSTER
 Ryan Barnett 

Illus. by Matthew 
Tavares
A nuanced and 
surprisingly tender 
depiction of a 
movie giant and a 
vanished industry.

TOGETHER WE 
DECIDE
Craig Freshley
A thorough and 
friendly guide 
to why group deci-
sions matter.
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B o o k  To  Sc r e e n
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB
NICOLE KIDMAN TO STAR IN KAY SCARPETTA SERIES

Nicole Kidman will play medical examiner Kay Scarpetta in an Amazon series 
based on the crime novels of Patricia Cornwell, Deadline reports.

Scarpetta made her first appearance in Cornwell’s 1990 novel, Postmortem, 
which won the Edgar Award for best first novel. The hardworking, brilliant exam-
iner has been featured in 25 books since, including Cause of Death, The Last 
Precinct, Book of the Dead, and, most recently, Livid, published last year.

Kidman will play Scarpetta in the series, which will also star Jamie Lee 
Curtis as Scarpetta’s sister, Dorothy Farinelli. The series will be written by Eliz-
abeth Sarnoff, known for her work on series including Crossing Jordan, Lost, 
and Barry.

Executive producers of the series include Cornwell, Curtis, and Kidman. 
Amazon and Blumhouse Television will produce the show.

Curtis announced last year that she was working to develop a project featuring Scarpetta, according to Deadline, saying 
at the time, “Patricia Cornwell is a bonafide literary trailblazer, and collaborating with her to bring her beloved character Kay 
Scarpetta to life through the power of television and to introduce her to an entirely new audience is exciting.”

Amazon declined to comment to Deadline on the project, but Curtis confirmed it on Instagram, writing, “My SECRET got 
LEAKED! A three year labor of love and respect is in the final stages of the business part of show business and I couldn’t be 
more excited and committed and passionate to be partnering with Patricia Cornwell, Nicole Kidman, and Liz Sarnoff, Jason 
Blum and Amazon and I can’t wait till you all meet Scarpetta!”

KRISTEN STEWART TO STAR IN SUSAN SONTAG BIOPIC

Kristen Stewart will play Susan Sontag in a film about the essayist and novelist, 
Variety reports.

Stewart, known for her roles in films including Twilight, Still Alice, and Spen-
cer, will tackle the role in a movie based on Benjamin Moser’s 2019 biography, 
Sontag: Her Life and Work. The book won the Pulitzer Prize and received a starred 
review from Kirkus, with a critic calling it “a nuanced, authoritative portrait of a 
legendary artist.”

Sontag made her literary debut in 1963 with the novel The Benefactor, follow-
ing that up two years later with the essay collection Against Interpretation. Her 
other books included Styles of Radical Will, The Volcano Lover, and Regarding 
the Pain of Others. Sontag died in 2004 after first being diagnosed with cancer 
in the 1970s; she wrote about the disease in her 1978 book, Illness as Metaphor.

The film, titled Sontag, will be directed by Kirsten Johnson (director of the 
documentaries Cameraperson and Dick Johnson Is Dead) and written by John-
son and Lisa Kron, the Tony Award–winning playwright (Fun Home). 

Producer Gabrielle Tana said the film will incorporate documentary footage to be shot at the Berlin Film Festival where 
Stewart will talk about playing Sontag in the movie.

“It will be a drama but with a documentary aspect to it,” Tana said. “Kirsten [Johnson] has a wonderful approach to story-
telling, and this is reflective of that, so she will use documentary in it.”

Michael Schaub, a journalist and regular contributor to NPR, lives near Austin, Texas.
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If, like me, you listen to audiobooks in conjunction with all kinds of other activities—walking the dog, folding the laundry, driving, 
trying to fall asleep at 3 a.m.—your current listen merges with your daily life. The many hours I spent half in Baltimore, half in India 
while listening to Deepti Kapoor’s brilliant crime epic, Age of Vice (Penguin Audio, 19 hours and 28 minutes), were so addictive, I 

found myself desperate to do things like prep the veggies for dinner so I could put the headphones 
back on. So here I am in the kitchen, chopping carrots, but also in the fabulous Delhi apartment 
of Sunny Wadia, scion of India’s most powerful crime family, playboy, cultural influencer, and, most 
importantly, employer of the book’s other main character—devoted, hardworking Ajay, a boy from 
one of the lowest castes, sold as a servant by his mother to pay the funeral expenses of his murdered 
father. Ajay is right now stocking Sunny’s bar with the long, specific list of beverages he requires on 
hand. It seems he could almost hand me a Negroni Sbagliato, prepared according to Sunny’s metic-
ulous specifications—the ingredients are right there on the silver tray. Narrator Vidish Athavale 
perfectly renders the accents of characters from every echelon of Indian society and makes the 
many scenes of violence almost unbearably vivid and chilling.

I left Delhi for a magically transformed 19th-century Oxford, England, to immerse myself in a book our reviewer called “dark aca-
demia as it should be”: Babel, Or the Necessity of Violence by R.F. Kuang (HarperAudio, 21 hours and 45 minutes). It’s a supersmart Harry 
Potter for grown-ups, with ingenious worldbuilding centered on translation, the Industrial Revolu-
tion, and the politics of colonialism. At the center of it all is endearing, gifted, naïve Robin Swift, 
plucked as a boy from Canton by evil Professor Lovell. Robin’s close-knit group at school includes 
Ramy from Calcutta, Victoire from Haiti, and Letty, a native Brit. They are all being trained for ser-
vice at Oxford’s Royal Institute of Translation, known as Babel, where bars of silver are transmuted 
into engines that can do almost anything—make trains go faster, heal wounds, hold up decrepit 
bridges—by being inscribed with “match pairs,” words from two languages that mean almost the 
same thing but not quite. Narrator Chris Lew Kum Hoi reads the main text—I particularly enjoyed 
his Victoire, with her delicately Creole-accented English—and Billie Fulford-Brown reads the volu-
minous footnotes. Books with footnotes can really falter in audio. (Honestly, they can falter on the 
page.) The solution here works perfectly, with Fulford-Brown voicing the scholarly asides, satirical commentary, and other digressions 
in a saucy, smarty-pants way that likely makes them even better than they are in print.

Where have you been all my life? This was my thought after being entirely amused by an advance copy of The Dog of the North 
by Elizabeth McKenzie, then realizing I’d missed several earlier, well-received novels. Its immediate predecessor, The Portable Veblen 
(Recorded Books, 12 hours and 43 minutes), was longlisted for the National Book Award in 2016, for heaven’s sake—time to get 

with the program! Soon, I was peeling shallots in a neuroscience laboratory in contemporary Palo 
Alto, where a young woman named Veblen Amundsen-Hovda was meeting a researcher named Paul 
Vreeland, inventor of a medical instrument with important battlefield applications too unpalatable 
to describe here. Until Paul came along, all Veblen’s best friends were squirrels, inspiring the Kirkus 
reviewer’s clever summary: “McKenzie’s idiosyncratic love story scampers along on a wonderfully 
zig-zaggy path, dashing and darting in delightfully unexpected directions as it progresses toward its 
satisfying end and scattering tasty literary passages like nuts along the way.” Narrator Julia Gibson 
brings to life both the appealing characters and the awful ones, unfolding this wacky tale of health-
industry corruption, mental illness, and family dysfunction—all on top of a marriage plot—with 
sweet aplomb.

Marion Winik is the host of the NPR podcast The Weekly Reader.
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