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Elizabeth Alexander
In a new book, the acclaimed poet asks: 
What does it mean to be young and Black 
in the decade since Trayvon Martin’s death?



As readers, we feel protective of the books that we love. The experi-
ence of discovering a great book—one that seems to speak directly to 
us—can border on the sacred, and any attempt to recapture the origi-
nal magic is a dangerous activity. I know readers who refuse even to 
reread a book that they once loved, for fear of discovering they don’t 
love it quite so much the second time around.

So imagine the pressure on an author who decides to revisit a 
beloved character, setting, or storyline in a new literary work. Take, for 
instance, Jennifer Egan, whose latest novel, The Candy House (Scrib-
ner, April 5), is a companion to her critically acclaimed 2010 book, A 
Visit From the Goon Squad, which won the National Book Critics Circle 

Award and the Pulitzer Prize. Egan doesn’t consider the new book a sequel. But it does 
revisit some of the characters, both major (Sasha, Lulu) and minor 
(Bix Bouton), as well as some thematic concerns (the effects of tech-
nology, the passage of time) that featured in Goon Squad.

In an interview I recently conducted with Egan (look for it in the 
April 15 issue), she explained that she set the bar very high for this 
novel. “I felt that it should be even a little better [than A Visit From the 
Goon Squad], ideally, because Goon Squad is lucky enough to have a lot 
of fans, and there’s nothing worse than a tepid follow-up.” 

I’m here to attest that The Candy House is anything but tepid. At 
the center of the book’s many characters and stories is a new tech-
nology, Own Your Unconscious, which allows users to download their 
memories to an external drive—and, potentially, share them with others in a virtual cloud. 
The parallels with social media, and its dizzying implications for private life and social 
mores, are fascinating. Best of all, you don’t need to have read Goon Squad to understand it. 
And if you have read the earlier book, I recommend leaving it on the shelf and enjoying this 
one on its own—at least on your first read.

Another literary superstar has a new novel out this month, and if it’s not a companion 
to his earlier work, it’s certainly a return to the working-class Glasgow setting he evoked 

so well in his Booker Prize–winning 2020 debut, Shuggie Bain. Like 
that book, Douglas Stuart’s Young Mungo (Grove, April 5) features a 
young queer protagonist devoted to his alcoholic mother and trying 
to survive in a world of brutally toxic masculinity. But while the earlier 
novel kept a tight focus on mother and son, the new one broadens 
to include Mungo Hamilton’s siblings; two ex-cons that his mother 
enlists to mentor the fatherless teenager; and James, another gay boy, 
with whom he develops a touching connection. Shuggie Bain com-
pletely blew me away—it was a debut, after all—but Young Mungo is 
a more complex novel, balancing tragedy and hope in a stunning feat 
of storytelling.

I can’t recommend these novels enough—both for those who were already fans of the 
authors and those coming to them for the first time.

On the cover: Elizabeth Alexander. 
Photo by Djeneba Aduayom
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HOW TO BE EATEN 
Adelmann, Maria
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-316-45084-3  

Familiar fairy tales retold through 
the modern lenses of group-therapy ses-
sions and reality TV.

Bernice has just entered the news 
cycle, the only survivor of a flamboyant 
tech billionaire/serial murderer who was 

known for his eccentric obsession with the color blue, which 
included dyeing his goatee a signature shade of cyan. Gretel’s 
iconic photo spread—an image of her and her brother, Hans, 
reunited with their father in the hospital after having been held 
captive in a house made of candy—is a part of American true-
crime legend; as is the hard-to-fathom assault on Ruby and the 
shabby wolf-skin coat she’s made out of its perpetrator. Raina, 
the oldest of the group at almost 40, is familiar mostly for her 
famous husband, though her face is vaguely reminiscent of 
some decades-old scandal surrounding their romance, while 
Ashlee, the most recent winner of the reality dating show The 
One, seems to be living out her happy ending in real time. All 
five women have received the same spamlike email inviting 
them to work through the lingering trauma of their “unusual 
stor[ies]” in group therapy led by the genially handsome Will, 
who exhorts them to Absolute Honesty, ostensibly in order to 
heal. As the summer passes, the women transcend their initial 
rivalries and suspicions and become bonded by their unique 
suffering. It seems Will’s therapeutic dictates are beginning to 
work, but as the women move past their public victimization 
and into the identities they would like to build in the aftermath, 
it becomes clear that Will has one more surprise up his impec-
cable sleeve. Adelmann travels the well-worn paths of some of 
the most famous fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm with stylistic 
panache and 21st-century verve. However, it’s her nuanced con-
sideration of our own culpability that makes this book unique. 
In the end, Adelmann’s true subject is actually her audience, the 
great anonymous we who consumes the horrors of violent hus-
bands, ravaging wolves, hungry witches, and made-for-TV love 
stories with such compulsive demand we never pause to think 
what might come after the happy ending.

Both a meditation on trauma and a sendup of our society’s 
obsession with scripted reality, this book sings.
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COMPANION PIECE
Smith, Ali
Pantheon (240 pp.)
$26.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-31637-5
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BITTER ORANGE TREE
Alharthi, Jokha
Trans. by Marilyn Booth
Catapult (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-64622-003-8  

Alharthi, winner of the Man Booker 
International Prize for Celestial Bodies 
(2019), uses a dreamlike, nonlinear struc-
ture to show how the complications 
faced by a young Omani woman studying 

abroad merge with her remorse-filled memories of her very tra-
ditional surrogate grandmother.

While Zuhour spends her days interacting with a coterie of 
international students at a university in a cold, unnamed English 
city, her nights are full of dreams concerning Bint Aamir, whom 
Zuhour calls grandmother although she was actually a distant 
relation. Brought into the family home by Zuhour’s real grand-
parents, Bint Aamir helped raise Zuhour’s father, Mansour, who 

was her great love, and then Zuhour and her siblings. Zuhour is 
haunted by regret that she never said a formal goodbye before 
she left Oman; Bint Aamir died soon after. Zuhour remembers 
Bint Aamir’s hard, lonely life—she was abandoned in child-
hood, permanently blinded in one eye, her one possibility of 
marriage thwarted, living in constant service to others without 
family, land, or possessions of her own—in bits of memory that 
merge with Zuhour’s own present life. So Zuhour’s description 
of Bint Aamir’s ruined eyesight slides into Zuhour’s own “still 
misty and blurred” sight. In talking about her own life, Zuhour 
is not a fully trustworthy narrator; her feelings toward Bint 
Aamir and the past she envisions for the dead woman reflect 
her own confused emotions surrounding her Pakistani friend 
Kuhl. Kuhl is passionately involved with fellow medical student 
Imran, although her wealthy, cosmopolitan parents would never 
approve of the match because Imran comes from a family of 
peasant farmers. Zuhour likes to think of herself bonded with 
Kuhl and Imran, but it is not a neat triangle. Attracted to Imran 
and perhaps to Kuhl as well, Zuhour remains shut outside their 
love for each other. The parallel of Zuhour’s and Bint Aamir’s 
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ISBN: 979-8985122404

WHAT DOES A ROMANCE-THRILLER 
LOOK LIKE IN THE PANDEMIC ERA?

Can a Pandemic-era romance thriller be about 
redemption? Welcome to a tale of murder and 

resilience in a possible near-future.

 
“…Alby and Ginger are the novel’s driving 
force, and thankfully for thriller fans, they 

are well worth spending time with.”
—BlueInk Review

 
 “A rousing crime tale with an indelible 
cast and a sharp, edgy environment.”

—Kirkus Reviews



As much time as I spend read-
ing newspaper and magazine sto-
ries about the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, not to mention Instagram 
posts and Twitter threads, I still 
find myself wanting to read Ukrai-
nian fiction, to learn more about the 
country on its own terms.

There isn’t a huge amount avail-
able in English, but if you can wait 
until April 19, Deep Vellum will be 

publishing Andrey Kurkov’s Grey Bees, written in 2018, 
in a new translation by Boris Dral-
yuk. Set in the “Grey Zone,” the 
no-man’s-land between Ukraini-
an soldiers and pro-Russian sep-
aratists in the Donbas region, it 
tells the story of beekeeper Ser-
gey Sergeyich, who finds himself 
one of the last two inhabitants of 
his forsaken village. Our review 
says, “Kurkov transforms the ab-
stractions of geopolitics into an 
intensely human account of com-
passion and persistence.”

Kurkov is one of Ukraine’s 
most eminent writers, and some 
of his earlier books are available 
in English, too. Death and the Pen-
guin, his best-known novel, was 
originally translated by George 
Bird in 2001 and reissued by Mel-
ville House in 2011. Like the pro-
tagonist of Grey Bees, Viktor Alek-
seyevich is single and a bit of a 
sad sack, so when he hears that 
the Kyiv zoo is having budget 

problems, he volunteers to take home one of the pen-
guins, who becomes his roommate. To make money, he 
takes on a job writing advance obituaries for the Capi-
tal News—but then his subjects start dying at a surpris-
ing rate. “Wistful but (thankfully) not whimsical. Funny, 
alarming, and, in a Slavic way, not unlike early Pinter,” 
according to our review.

When Oleg Sentsov’s Life Went on Anyway was pub-
lished by Deep Vellum in July 2019, its author was in 
a Russian prison on terrorism charges that were de-

nounced as fabricated by PEN 
International and other organi-
zations. He was freed in a pris-
oner exchange between Russia 
and Ukraine two months later. 
The book, translated by Uilleam 
Blacker, consists of eight short 
stories that “read like slices of a 
memoir in progress,” according to 
our review, recalling the author’s 
childhood in a Crimean village. 

“Though his ostensible subjects 
don’t rise above the mundane—his dog, his childhood 
illnesses, and his years as a victim of school bullies—
Sentsov consistently manages to see the world through 
the eyes of a child while writing, in a disarmingly un-
affected style, with the wisdom and sardonic wit of a 
sometimes-disillusioned adult.”

Oksana Zabuzhko’s Your Ad 
Could Go Here (Amazon Crossing, 
2020) is a book of short stories 
with five translators: Halyna Hryn, 
Askold Melnyczuk, Nina Mur-
ray, Marco Carynnyk, and Marta 
Horban. It came out in April 2020, 
when most people were not think-
ing about fiction, so now would be 
a good time to check out these ir-
reverent tales. “Themes of fear, de-
sire, and national camaraderie flow 

through” them, according to our review. Zabuzhko fo-
cuses mainly on girls and women, “female characters with 
fascinating internal lives and emotional crescendos that 
land.…Evocative stories about the way national issues im-
pact even the most personal aspects of life.”

Finally, while Mohsin Hamid isn’t Ukrainian, his 
brilliant Exit West is one of the best novels ever writ-
ten about the experience of being a refugee. Nadia and 
Saeed find a fantastical portal that leads them out of 
their violence-ridden city into first London and then 
San Francisco, where they try to make a home for them-
selves in a place that’s completely foreign. It’s “one of 
the most bittersweet love stories in modern memory,” 
according to our review, “and a book to savor even while 
despairing of its truths.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

fiction that goes beyond the headlines



lonely outsider status echoes through Zuhour’s never-ending 
dreams and thoughts.

Nostalgia and longing conveyed through abstract meta-
phors and interior dialogue.

BROWN GIRLS 
Andreades, Daphne Palasi
Random House (224 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-24342-8  

A masterfully executed ode to brown 
girls on their journeys of becoming.

Andreades’ debut novel is a unique 
coming-of-age story screamed, sung, 
howled, hummed by “we,” a first-person 
plural narrator representing a group of 

friends from Queens, New York, on the cusp of womanhood. 
Writing in vignettes, with language that is as punchy as it is lyri-
cal and impassioned, Andreades explores intersectional issues 
of womanhood, race, and class. Her chorus asks what it means 
to embody both the colonized and the colonizer: as Ameri-
can children of immigrant parents who speak English better 
than their mother tongue. As students at Columbia Univer-
sity who worry about undocumented family back in Queens. 
As people who realize that home will always mean two places 
at once. Andreades skillfully navigates multiple literary and 
political challenges. The novel successfully argues for a spe-
cifically American identity politics that eschews nationality 
or geographic region for a common experience of marginaliza-
tion. The brown girls have roots in such diverse places as Ghana, 
India, and Mexico yet can believably speak as one chorus. To 
pull off a novel with basically no individual characters or charac-
ter development that conveys an intimate story of becoming—
a bildungsroman—is no easy feat. This book is (unbelievably!) 
a page-turner; Andreades accomplishes this with the energy 
and joyful beauty of her prose, which keeps the book moving 
at a reckless pace. Andreades’ brown girls speak with one voice 
without being reductionist. She pays homage to the brown girls 
who have left Queens and those who have stayed, straight and 
gay, teen murder victim and thriving career woman, parent and 
intentionally childless: The list goes on and on.

Singing as one, Andreades’ brown girls create and capture 
the voice of a generation.

HOMESICKNESS
Barrett, Colin
Grove Press (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-8021-5964-9  

Eight richly descriptive stories exam-
ine the various textures of disappoint-
ment in families and communities where 
success is not the norm.

The stories in Barrett’s second 
collection, set in present-day Ireland 

and Canada, reveal a different sort of malaise than the title 
might suggest: Their characters are not so much longing for 
home as sickened by a place of psychological damage and, 
frequently, senseless violence. In the opening story, “A Shoot-
ing in Rathreedane,” that violence, as well as Barrett’s pitch-
dark sense of humor, is on full display, as police officers in 
County Mayo head out to a farm to investigate the shoot-
ing of a young miscreant, “one of those prolific, inveterately 
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small-time crooks who possessed real criminal instincts 
but no real criminal talent,” and who this time around was 
attempting to siphon oil from an empty fuel tank. Barrett 
nimbly balances the pathos of the situation with its trou-
bling ridiculousness. “The Alps,” set during an increasingly 
drunken evening at a country football clubhouse, stretches 
out to include not just the three “shortish” brothers sporting 
the “bloodshot eyes, pouched necks and capitulating hair-
lines of middle age” whose nickname gives the story its title, 
but the whole community of drinkers in the bar and the mys-
terious sword-wielding stranger who invades their space. The 
collection’s long concluding story, “The 10,” watches dispas-
sionately as waves of disappointment ripple outward from 
a young man, once a potential football star and now selling 
cars at his father’s Nissan dealership, into the lives of his 
family, friends, and girlfriend. The fine distinctions of social 
class in his community are as clearly noted as the protago-
nist’s subtle changes of mood. Barrett’s playfully extravagant 
language makes the depressing stories more palatable even 
as it distances the reader from the plights of the characters.

This sharply observant collection resists pigeonholing its 
recalcitrant characters.

IT DIES WITH YOU
Blackburn, Scott
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64385-939-2  

An unexpected inheritance from 
his father thrusts an ordinary Joe into a 
shady criminal world.

After a post-prizefight brawl leads 
to a suspension for rising North Caro-
lina boxer Hudson Miller, he decides 

to keep body and soul together by taking a job as a bouncer 
at the Red Door Taproom. The news that Hudson’s father, 
Leland, has been shot and killed in an apparent botched 
robbery hits Hudson hard despite their estrangement. And 
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why had Leland called the night before? Visits to Mom and 
to Tammy, Dad’s coarse, chain-smoking wife, produce few 
answers, but the police offer a more complete picture of the 
murder scene as well as the speculation that Leland, who 
ran a salvage yard in rural Flint Creek, may have had a side 
hustle as a gun dealer. When Hudson inherits Miller’s Pull-a-
Part, he decides that his current dead-end situation makes it 
worth a try to run it himself, especially since Leland’s old pal 
Charlie is there to shepherd him. Hudson’s smoothly flow-
ing first-person narrative allows the reader to explore a hard-
scrabble new world full of sleazy characters in tandem with 
him. The appeal of Blackburn’s debut novel rests mostly on 
the Everyman credentials of its two-fisted hero as he navi-
gates the hard knocks life has thrown his way. Mystery fans 
may be disappointed, though, that the criminal aspects of his 
story simmer slowly and come to fruition only gradually. A 
last-minute subplot involving feisty Lucy Reyes provides a 
welcome jolt of adrenaline and hints at further adventures 
for Hudson.

An engaging tale of redemption wrapped in a gritty crime 
yarn.

HORSE 
Brooks, Geraldine
Viking (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-39-956296-9  

A long-lost painting sets in motion a 
plot intertwining the odyssey of a famed 
19th-century thoroughbred and his trainer 
with the 21st-century rediscovery of the 
horse’s portrait.

In 2019, Nigerian American George-
town graduate student Theo plucks a dingy canvas from a 
neighbor’s trash and gets an assignment from Smithsonian mag-
azine to write about it. That puts him in touch with Jess, the 
Smithsonian’s “expert in skulls and bones,” who happens to be 
examining the same horse’s skeleton, which is in the museum’s 
collection. (Theo and Jess first meet when she sees him unlock-
ing an expensive bike identical to hers and implies he’s trying 
to steal it—before he points hers out further down the same 
rack.) The horse is Lexington, “the greatest racing stallion in 
American turf history,” nurtured and trained from birth by 
Jarret, an enslaved man who negotiates with this extraordi-
nary horse the treacherous political and racial landscape of 
Kentucky before and during the Civil War. Brooks, a White 
writer, risks criticism for appropriation by telling portions of 
these alternating storylines from Jarret’s and Theo’s points of 
view in addition to those of Jess and several other White char-
acters. She demonstrates imaginative empathy with both men 
and provides some sardonic correctives to White cluelessness, 
as when Theo takes Jess’ clumsy apology—“I was traumatized 
by my appalling behavior”—and thinks, “Typical….He’d been 
accused, yet she was traumatized.” Jarret is similarly but much 
more covertly irked by well-meaning White people patronizing 

him; Brooks skillfully uses their paired stories to demonstrate 
how the poison of racism lingers. Contemporary parallels are 
unmistakable when a Union officer angrily describes his Con-
federate prisoners as “lost to a narrative untethered to anything 
he recognized as true.…Their fabulous notions of what evils the 
Federal government intended for them should their cause fail…
was ingrained so deep, beyond the reach of reasonable dialogue 
or evidence.” The 21st-century chapters’ shocking denouement 
drives home Brooks’ point that too much remains the same for 
Black people in America, a grim conclusion only slightly miti-
gated by a happier ending for Jarret.

Strong storytelling in service of a stinging moral message.
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“Strong storytelling in service of a stinging moral message.”
horse



EVERY CLOAK ROLLED 
IN BLOOD
Burke, James Lee
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-982196-59-2  

More or less retired to Montana, SF 
author Aaron Holland Broussard is faced 
with a series of crimes evidently com-
mitted by someone who’s been dead for 
more than a hundred years.

Aaron, now 85, has been haunted by the specter of his 
daughter, Fannie Mae, ever since she succumbed to alcohol, 
Ambien, and unsuitable men at the relatively tender age of 54. 
All he wants is to be left in peace on his homestead near the 
Flathead Reservation. Instead, he sees resentful neighbor John 
Fenimore Culpepper and his son, Leigh, painting a swastika on 
his barn door. Soon after he reports the outrage to State Trooper 
Ruby Spotted Horse and Sister Ginny Stokes, pastor of the 

New Gospel Tabernacle, stops off to repaint his door, he gets an 
unwelcome visit from Clayton and Jack Wetzel, a pair of meth-
head brothers looking for trouble. Clayton’s problems end 
when he’s found dead near the railroad tracks, and Aaron tries 
to assuage Jack’s by giving him some work around his place and 
treating him with unaccustomed decency. But Aaron himself is 
more and more troubled, not only because two cafe waitresses 
are killed in separate incidents, but because his visitations from 
Fannie Mae are supplemented by increasingly painful visions 
of Maj. Eugene Baker, who ordered a historic massacre of the 
Native Americans living on the land in 1870. The arrival of mur-
derous meth dealer Jimmie Kale, a familiar Burke type, con-
vinces Aaron that “Baker had the power to commit crimes in 
the present”—and that present-day America offers him unique 
avatars and opportunities to do so.

Less mystery than history, less history than prophecy, and 
all the stronger for it.

THE NOVELIST
Castro, Jordan
Soft Skull Press (192 pp.) 
$24.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-59376-713-6  

Castro’s debut traces the routine of a 
frustrated writer.

Set over the course of a few hours 
in the life of its unnamed narrator, this 
novel meticulously tracks the myriad 
ways a writer can procrastinate or be 
distracted while working on a book. 

There are several directions this could have taken, but Castro 
opts for the most deadpan options, which include the narrator 
periodically communicating with his friend Li, checking Twit-
ter, and visiting the bathroom. In this relatively short book, a 
lot of time is spent on bodily functions. “It occurred to me 
that Li and I had probably been pooping at the same time,” 
the narrator muses early on; later, several pages are dedicated 
to the narrator defecating and then wiping his ass. There are 
some very self-aware moments, as when the narrator alludes 
to Nicholson Baker’s The Mezzanine or waxes poetic about 
bananas, a favorite food of the title character in Samuel Beck-
ett’s Krapp’s Last Tape. And while the mundane elements of the 
book can at times be overwhelming, there are moments that 
feel genuinely clever—for instance, for all the metafictional 
games, there’s also a sharp break from them in that Jordan Cas-
tro exists as a distinct character within the novel’s universe. “It 
was wasteful enough getting sucked into Twitter by the vacu-
ous, mind-deteriorating tweets of the people I followed, but it 
would be even more time consuming if I were to follow Jordan 
Castro,” the narrator thinks. The novel opens up in its second 
half, with the narrator reflecting on his sobriety, but it can be 
frustrating getting there.

Deadpan and scatological, this will likely be a polarizing 
book.
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COUNTERFEIT
Chen, Kirstin
Morrow/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022  
978-0-06-311954-3

What a tangled web we weave when 
first we practice selling fake designer 
handbags.

Chen rejiggers some of the ingredi-
ents of her debut, Soy Sauce for Beginners 
(2014), and comes up with a winner in 

this clever, sharp, and slyly funny novel about a long con. Ava 
Wong, a Chinese American Stanford grad, has left her corpo-
rate position to be a full-time mom, but little Henri is such a 
terror she ends up delegating him to a nanny. Meanwhile, her 
surgeon husband, a Frenchman named Olivier, is working so 
hard to support the family that he takes an apartment near the 
hospital in Palo Alto. These disappointments leave her par-
ticularly vulnerable to the influence of the evil Winnie Fang. 
From mainland China, Winnie was Ava’s roommate freshman 
year of college until she had to withdraw from school under 
the cloud of an SAT cheating scandal. All these years later, 
she’s back, and boy, has she changed. She’s had eyelid surgery, 
lost the accent, attained American citizenship, and is carry-
ing the ultimate status symbol—a Birkin bag. A couple pages 
in, we learn that this narrative of renewed friendship is being 
delivered to a detective. It seems Ava was manipulated into 
working with Winnie in her global handbag scam. Her job was 
to buy a high-end purse at a luxury shop, then return it a few 
days later for credit. Meanwhile, the return is actually a metic-
ulously counterfeited duplicate manufactured in China, and 
the real one is sold on eBay at a discount. As the story glides 
among San Francisco, Hong Kong, and China, Chen turns the 
stereotype of the docile Asian woman on its head. She also has 
great fun with status details, from collegiate Winnie’s “pink 
T-shirt with the words cuty pie plastered across the front in 
mulitcolored rhinestones” to the “rare crocodile Birkin 25, the 
color of merlot, of rubies, of blood...worth at least forty thou-
sand dollars” that Ava receives during a classic over-the-top, 
all-night business deal.

A delightfully different caper novel with a Gone Girl–style 
plot twist.

CULT CLASSIC 
Crosley, Sloane
MCD/Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-3746-0339-7  

An author best known for her essay 
collections—Look Alive Out There (2018) 
and I Was Told There’d Be Cake (2008)—
explores the inner workings of modern 
love in her second novel.

Lola’s whole life revolves around the magazine where she 
has worked for years. Her co-worker Vadis has become her 
best friend simply by being someone she sees every day and 
the person who knows more about her than anyone else. Lola’s 
identified each and every shortcoming in their boss, Clive—she 
describes him as a man “animated by logic and brown liquor”—
but she’s still just a little bit in thrall to him. Even after Modern 
Psychology folds, she meets up with Clive and Vadis and another 
colleague for the occasional dinner. They’re finishing a meal 
in Chinatown when she steps out for a cigarette and runs into 
her ex, a writer named Amos. They have a charged conversa-
tion, one that makes Lola ask herself uncomfortable questions 
about her engagement to an artist she calls Boots. The next 
night, after an old acquaintance drags her to the same Chinese 
restaurant, Lola encounters Willis, an Olympic athlete and 
another former lover....She soon learns that these encounters 
are not coincidences and there are more such encounters to 
follow. Crosley is nothing if not ambitious here, interrogating 
contemporary wellness culture and the very nature of love as 
Lola confronts a gauntlet of ghosts from her romantic past and 
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questions her desire for a future with Boots. Clive, who par-
layed his role as editor of Modern Psychology into a brief career 
as a talk show host, emerges as a self-styled guru using the free 
labor of his unquestioning acolytes to create a product that 
gives clients perfect emotional closure. Crosley has created the 
ideal protagonist/narrator for navigating this low-key–SF but 
very real world. Lola is skeptical and prickly while also being 
vulnerable—a wiseass with a heart. The story is plenty engag-
ing, but it’s Crosley’s analytical acumen and gift for the striking 
metaphor that really gives the book life.

Thoughtfully and humanely acerbic.

HURRICANE GIRL 
Dermansky, Marcy
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-32088-4  

Just a little comedy about the loss 
of all worldly possessions, near-deadly 
assault, brain surgery, and violent revenge.

When we meet Allison Brody, she has 
just left an abusive movie-producer boy-
friend in Los Angeles, driven across the 

country, and bought a small but sweet foreclosed beach house in 
North Carolina. Once you get to know the hapless protagonist 
of Dermansky’s fifth novel, you realize this sequence of deci-
sive actions was a pretty big accomplishment. Allison is plagued 
by self-doubt (“Maybe leaving had been stupid”), agency is not 
her strong suit (“Allison was not sure what to do”), and she has 
no faith to sustain her when, a week and a half later, a storm 
destroys her new home. (“Such a God, Alison was sure, would 
have to be a man, and not a particularly nice one.”) Sentences 
with fewer than 10 words, mostly one-syllable each, are the 
building blocks of this stripped-down narrative—the tone is so 
consistent it’s a kind of poetry. “Allison was homeless and she 
was broke. It was wild how fast the tides could turn. Part of her 
also knew that she was fine.” Unfortunately, Allison is not all 
that fine, and the cruel winds of destiny that blew her house 
down are not finished with her yet. Again Dermansky has come 
up with a seemingly artless but in fact very controlled novel, 
focusing this time on the many things other people do to our 
heads without permission (this is a metaphor with legs, you’ll 
see). Small comic gems sparkle in their deadpan settings on 
every page. No matter how bad things get, Alison’s running joke 
to herself—she still has her health—never ceases to amuse her, 
though at a certain point, “she did not think anyone else would 
think it was funny.” She’s wrong about that.

The only bad thing about this book is that you will likely 
finish it in one sitting.

THEATRE OF MARVELS
Dillsworth, Lianne
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-35-862-791-3  

A young actor in Victorian-era Lon-
don is determined to save an African 
woman from an evil theater owner.

Twenty-year-old Zillah, the narrator 
of Dillsworth’s debut novel, has far from 
a charmed life, but she’s come a long 

way from “the slums of St. Giles,” the London neighborhood 
where she was raised. Or has she? The young woman, the child 
of a Black mother and White father, has an acting gig, but it’s 
a pretty bad one: She plays the “Great Amazonia,” “a danger-
ous savage from darkest Africa,” at a theater company run by 
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When you live a double life, those lives inevitably col-
lide. Alex Segura has been omnipresent in the comics busi-
ness for more than 15 years—he’s currently the Senior VP 
of Sales and Marketing at Oni Press, and he’s written com-
ics including Archie Meets KISS and The Black Ghost. But 
he’s also a crime novelist, the author of the Pete Fernandez 
mystery series that ended with 2020’s Miami Midnight and 
the co-creator of the Lethal Lit podcast.

With Segura’s new novel, Secret Identity (Flatiron Books, 
March 15), his passions for noir fiction and for comics’ 
weird history join forces. The book follows Carmen Val-
dez, an editorial assistant at the third-tier Triumph Com-
ics, in the New York City of 1975, when both comics and 
punk rock were low-rent subcultures that were bubbling 
with possibilities. What seems at first to be Carmen’s big 
break—writing a new superheroine, the Lynx, at a time 
when the women creating mainstream comics could be 

counted on the fingers of one hand—becomes a nightmare 
when Carmen’s collaborator is murdered, her name disap-
pears from her work, and the secrets of her own past begin 
to reemerge. We spoke with Segura, who lives in New York, 
via Zoom; the conversation has been edited for length and 
clarity.

How did the idea of setting a crime novel in the comics 
and music scenes of mid-’70s NYC come about?
As I was finishing the Pete Fernandez series, and before I 
started my Star Wars novel [Poe Dameron: Free Fall], I was 
thinking: The books that really speak to me in terms of 
crime are the books that take you somewhere else—not 
just a place, but an industry or a world. Megan Abbott, for 
instance, is really good at bringing the elements of noir 
into other spaces, like gymnastics or ballet. There’s room 
to do that with comics: They’re so colorful, and I love the 
contrast between that and the dark and danger of crime.

The book I found myself going back to for research was 
Will Hermes’ Love Goes To Buildings on Fire [about the New 
York music scene in the ’70s]. I love that era of music, and 
I wanted to show a New York with a palpable sense of dan-
ger. Comics as an industry was at a particularly low point 
then. Comics shops were starting very slowly to come 
to life, and comic-cons weren’t really a thing—they were 
these tiny little shows in hotel ballrooms where people 
traded issues. The industry was at a turning point, where 
people were wondering if it would even continue. That’s 
a hallmark of comics. Every 15 years or so, there’s an out-
cry of will comics survive this seismic shift? And it always does, 
because it’s a storytelling medium. 

“The comics industry: going out of business since 1938.”
Yeah, exactly. The makeup of the industry at the time of 
Secret Identity was people who just loved comics—fans who 
grew up on the Stan Lee and Jack Kirby stuff and wanted 
to be doing it themselves—and journeymen creators who 

The author’s loves for comics and crime fiction come together in a new 
novel, Secret Identity
BY DOUGLAS WOLK

Robert Kidd

WORDS WITH…

Alex Segura
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were just treating it as a means to an end until they could 
find something else to do. Carmen very much fell into that 
first category, someone who was so passionate about the 
medium that she’d go to any end to work in it. 

When you were researching the book, you got to talk 
to people who were working in comics in the ’70s, like 
Linda Fite.
Carmen had introduced herself to me in my mind, but I 
really wanted to talk to some women who had worked in 
comics at the time. Linda was particularly interesting be-
cause she wrote The Cat, which was the first new superhero 
at Marvel written by a woman, and she’d really loved the 
experience. It was very much a positive story—I think you 
go into these things expecting something else, but she just 
felt very proud. 

How fully formed was Carmen when she “introduced 
herself” to you?
I wanted a character in stark contrast to my previous se-
ries’ character, Pete, who was...kind of problematic and 
not given to accepting his destiny. Carmen appeared to me 
pretty close to who she was. I knew she was driven, I knew 
she had this connection to comics as a fan, and I knew it 
wasn’t just something she did, but something that would 
bring her closer to her father—her fandom propels her 
through the book. 

Patricia Highsmith is a phantom presence in this book—
she’s in the epigraph, and her books turn up within the 
story a few times. 
She’s one of my favorite writers. She doesn’t shy away from 
the darkness in her characters—even her protagonists are 
not necessarily heroic. I love the Ripley books, but they’re 
not my favorite Highsmith books. I prefer her stand-alone 
stuff: Deep Water, The Price of Salt. But her prose is so evoca-
tive, and she’s great at setting a mood. I found myself re-
reading a lot of her books and marveling at the tone and 
the complexities of character and the kind of gray, not-de-
finitive plot resolution. 

You’ve also got some comics sequences in the book, 
drawn by Sandy Jarrell—excerpts from the Legendary 
Lynx stories that Carmen writes. 
I’ve always loved Sandy’s style. He’s a fantastic storyteller 
and a great artist, and he understands comics history—on 
Twitter he posts these great mock covers from the gold-
en age or silver age. We did those pages “Marvel style”: I 
didn’t write a full script! I told him, “This’ll be two or three 
pages, I want the anchor shot to be this, let’s go for a Frank 
Miller/’70s Daredevil vibe,” or “This looks like Gene Col-

an’s Tomb of Dracula.” Then I scripted over it, and we went 
back to make sure it evoked the time. 

What comics of your own have you been working on?
I partnered with Planet Money, the NPR podcast, to create 
a comic book. They picked out this public domain charac-
ter called Micro-Face, who was a golden-age crime fighter 
who had a helmet that can blast you with sound or throw 
his voice, and they asked if I wanted to write a new version 
of him—and so here we are. It’s the original Micro-Face’s 
grandson, who’s a legacy hero, a Cuban American NPR re-
porter. It’s very much like Planet Money—the villain’s name 
is the Corporal Raider! There’s a lot of tongue-in-cheek 
stuff, but it’s also kind of a heartfelt story about legacy and 
living up to what your chosen parents want you to be. 

You read more than any five other people I know. What 
prose and comics have you been into lately?
Sara Gran’s The Book of the Most Precious Substance! It’s la-
beled as an erotic thriller, but it’s really a bonkers, genre-
bending story about discovery and sex magic. Kellye Gar-
rett’s Like a Sister is a nice, sharp, funny psychological sus-
pense book. In terms of comics, Human Target—I just love 
Greg Smallwood’s art, and I think it’s one of Tom King’s 
tighter plots. The new Matt Rosenberg/Tyler Boss series, 
What’s the Furthest Place From Here? has been a lot of fun. 
And Al Ewing and Javier Rodriguez’s Defenders—that book 
is magnificent. 

Douglas Wolk is the author of All of the Marvels: A Journey 
to the Ends of the Biggest Story Ever Told. Secret Identity 
received a starred review in the Feb. 1, 2022, issue.
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a leering creep named Marcus Crillick. (Both Zillah and Cril-
lick know the Amazon isn’t in Africa, but they assume, correctly, 
that their audiences won’t care.) Zillah has been living with her 
lover, Crillick’s friend the aristocrat Vincent Woodward, at Cril-
lick’s house. Zillah sees Vincent as her ticket out of the theater, 
but things get complicated when she meets Lucien Winters, a 
Black grocer who loathes Zillah’s act and wants to “save” her 
from it. Zillah manages to withstand the humiliation she feels 
when she performs in blackface (Crillick thinks she’s “not Black 
enough” as it is to play Amazonia), but when the theater owner 
introduces a new act to his patrons, a terrified African woman 
he calls the “Leopard Lady,” Zillah despairs for the newcomer’s 
safety, suspecting she’s been kidnapped. Zillah becomes deter-
mined to save the woman, knowing that it will mean the end of 
her career at the theater; meanwhile, she learns an unwelcome 
secret about Vincent’s family. With the exception of Zillah, all 
the characters are flat archetypes—Crillick is cartoonishly 
evil; Vincent and Lucien are both bland though are apparently 
meant to be charming. While Dillsworth does a decent job of 
evoking Victorian London and her pacing isn’t terrible, readers 

will see the plot twists, such as they are, coming a mile (kilome-
tre?) away. Dillsworth shows some promise, but this novel never 
manages to rise above the level of unremarkable.

Nothing to marvel at.

YOU MADE A FOOL OF DEATH 
WITH YOUR BEAUTY
Emezi, Akwaeke
Atria (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-982188-70-2  

A scorching tale of love after loss 
from the author of The Death of Vivek Oji 
(2020).

In the opening scene of this novel, 
Feyi Adekola is in a bathroom at a house 

party having sex with a man she’s just met. This is the first 
time she’s had sex in five years—since her husband died in a 
car accident—and Milan is attractive, eager, and convenient. 
Soon, she embarks on a slightly more demanding relationship. 
Nasir wants more than her body. When she shows him her art-
work, he gets her a place in a group show and an invitation to 
his father’s luxurious home on a tropical island. She’s shocked 
to discover that Nasir’s father is celebrity chef Alim Blake. The 
attraction she feels for the older man is instantaneous—and 
different. “When she’d met both Milan and Nasir, she’d been 
drawn to them because the want had started in their eyes. It had 
beckoned her over like bait, calling her until she built a mirror, 
reflecting it back to them. This was foreign….” She feels a spe-
cial connection with Alim when she learns that he’s known trag-
edy, too. What transpires from this point is…complicated. The 
slow burn Emezi generates as Feyi and Alim fight their shared 
desire is well crafted, but the ease with which Alim is willing 
to destroy his relationship with his son—and his daughter—for 
Feyi is chilling. Feyi insists that no one who hasn’t lost a partner 
can understand her, but the way she and Alim talk about them-
selves as a whole world with two people in it feels more like 
folie à deux than real love. Feyi’s career as an artist also seems 
detached from reality. She achieves a level of success that means 
she’s either singularly gifted or uniquely lucky. And it’s too bad 
that the most engaging character here—her best friend, Joy—
gets relegated to the role of one-woman chorus, talking sense 
that Feyi absolutely does not want to hear.

A narrative built from cliché and pure fantasy.



WOMAN OF LIGHT
Fajardo-Anstine, Kali
One World/Random House (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-525-51132-8  

The first novel from the author of 
the acclaimed story collection Sabrina 
and Corina (2019).

Fajardo-Anstine, whose debut story 
collection was a finalist for many prizes, 
including the National Book Award, 

returns with a sprawling novel that follows five generations of 
a family of Mexican and Indigenous descent who live through-
out the region now known as New Mexico and Colorado. At the 
heart is Luz, a teenager who reads tea leaves and discovers she has 
clairvoyant gifts. Abandoned by her parents, she and her older 
brother, Diego, make their way to Denver, where they live with 
their aunt Maria Josie and toil at jobs that barely cover the neces-
sities. This is Depression-era Denver—which Fajardo-Anstine 

brings to life in sensory-rich details—and poverty, racism, and 
lack of opportunity rule. When Diego is badly beaten for romanc-
ing a White woman, Maria Josie sends him away, and 17-year-old 
Luz finds a more lucrative job working for a family friend, a young 
Greek American lawyer named David. With a nod to the Black 
Lives Matter movement, David’s big case involves holding the 
city responsible for the brutal murder of a Mexican man by a 
cop. While the novel shines light on many deplorable events and 
attitudes from the U.S. past—land grabs, Klan marches, racism 
and segregation, brutal violence, sexism, and sexual double stan-
dards—it fails to fully illuminate Luz. She’s a conduit to the past 
rather than a fully developed character with her own rich inner 
life. “True love isn’t real, not for girls like us at least,” her best 
friend reflects as Luz struggles with her desire for David, a wom-
anizer, even though she’s engaged to another man who loves her. 

“You know who the world treats worse than girls like us? Girls who 
are alone.” The novel’s rush to a happy ending means we don’t get 
to see Luz wrestle with this impossible choice.

A lush, immersive historical novel about the American 
Southwest that almost soars.

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

“A lush, immersive historical novel about 
the American Southwest.”

woman of light
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ACTS OF SERVICE
Fishman, Lillian
Hogarth (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-24376-3  

Posting a naked selfie online leads 
Eve into a fraught ménage à trois with 
Olivia and Nathan, a wealthy couple 
with secrets of their own.

A 20-something bisexual in a ful-
filling and happy relationship with a 

woman, Eve finds herself thrust down the dark, twisted, and 
sometimes frightening path of desiring a man’s attention. 
Along the way, she becomes obsessed with Nathan, by turns 
jealous and protective of Olivia, and distant from Romi, her 
devoted girlfriend of many years. When the sexual games that 
Nathan and Olivia are playing result in a legal dispute with 
a third woman, Eve must face her own complicity, the true 
nature of her relationship with Nathan, and the lengths she is 

willing to go to protect him. A coldhearted, unflinching, and 
unromantic chronicle of sexual exploits, emotional manipu-
lation, and, above all, power, this debut novel explores the 
unconscious desires that can unravel a person’s very sense of 
self. Eve notes that her desire for Nathan’s attention is, in part, 
born out of envy for his emotional independence: “I wondered 
how I could get what he had—absolute freedom, a life of 
embodied prowess, in which I might float through a landscape 
of love and sex without promising myself to anyone.” Remi-
niscent of Sally Rooney’s work, this challenging—and often 
disturbing—exploration of sex, bodies, narcissism, and a cul-
ture that no longer values sincerity is tonally darker and rife 
with cruelty. When Nathan tells Eve that he knew just what 
she wanted without asking, she is struck not by the intimacy 
of the statement but “the soft hush of certainty” in his words. 
But is this submission to a man what she really wants—or is it 
what she’s been convinced, all her life, that she deserves?

An evocative exploration of desire and sexuality, this dark 
debut will cause readers to question the very nature of consent.

IT ALL COMES DOWN TO THIS
Fowler, Therese Anne
St. Martin’s Press (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-2502-7807-4  

Love, lies, and long-buried secrets 
surface as a favored family summer home 
in Maine is put up for sale.

The title is something of a giveaway 
in Fowler’s latest, a story of problems 
endured over many years, sometimes at 

significant personal cost, but, once aired and shared, reaching 
self-evident solutions. Sisters Beck, Claire, and Sophie Geller, 
with their contrasting careers and lifestyles, must come together 
after the loss of their mother, Marti, whose will requires them to 
sell the beloved summer cottage they have inherited, a remote 
house on Mount Desert Island. Sophie, who works in Manhat-
tan’s art world but whose life has suddenly upended, needs the 
money the sale would bring. Claire, a doctor whose marriage 
has failed, could use the cash, too, but welcomes the distraction 
from unrequited love that the house brings. Beck, a journalist 
married to book editor Paul, wants to keep the house as a place 
in which to write the novel she’s longed to complete. Doing so 
would also liberate her from her kind but sexless marriage. Paul, 
meanwhile, has a secret—he yearns for Claire, and Claire (unbe-
knownst to Paul) yearns back. Marti kept secrets, too, and Beck 
has lied to Paul, both for financial and sexual reasons. She’s 
recently spent an amazing night with C.J. Reynolds, a figure 
from her past who has his own problematic backstory. Backsto-
ries indeed fill many pages in this exposition-heavy, distinctly 
soapy story, which devotes most of its attention to elaborating 
the problems set up to be unraveled. Fowler presents the family 
members in great detail; less so in the case of the perfunctory 
C.J., though he too will reach a happy resolution. So, this is what 
it all comes down to—a tying up of much-dangled loose ends.
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Romantic and other dilemmas reach flagged-up conclu-
sions in a novel whose destination is gratification.

SLEEPING ALONE
Freeman, Ru
Graywolf (240 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64445-088-8  

This short story collection methodi-
cally strips away the intricate layers of 
privilege, revealing the sometimes-sin-
ister truth that no one is ever truly safe, 
regardless of societal status.

With a cast of richly diverse charac-
ters, from immigrants to housewives and domestic workers, 
Freeman reveals the interpersonal dance of those who orbit 
around, or are beholden to, the middle class. “Retaining Walls” 
is about a contractor who transforms the homes of people 

with money while navigating a too-familiar intimacy from 
his clients and his conditioned emotional distance from his 
own family. In “Fault Lines,” featuring three women whose 
lives intertwine, class tensions trump all: Mira, who is brown 
with White-presenting children, grapples with being other-
ized as she’s assumed to be the nanny by a White woman, a 
fellow parent at their children’s suburban school; Mira’s 
nanny, Gabriella, wants to go back to school but is held back 
by her social circumstances, while Mira compounds Gabri-
ella’s situation with her passive-aggressive demands; and Iris, 
another domestic worker who is friends with Gabby, fights 
for sick days to attend her own children. In the book’s most 
unsettling story, “Sleeping Alone,” Sameera, a Middle East-
ern immigrant, metes out a private insurgency on her roman-
tic partner, a White professor of Middle Eastern studies, as 
well as his friends and colleagues in central Maine through 
a series of small, nonlethal, but devastating deeds to punish 
them for their unconscious biases about not only her country 
and people, but their refusal to truly see her. Each story is 
tightly structured and aimed to pierce through the reader’s 
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own sense of stability, which, while not always enjoyable, is 
certainly effective.

Deceptively disturbing, deeply felt, and original, this col-
lection will work its way beneath your nerves like a splinter.

TIME SHELTER
Gospodinov, Georgi
Trans. by Angela Rodel
Liveright/Norton (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-324-09095-3  

A clinic invites Europeans to live in 
the past, with all the comforts and perils 
that doing so brings.

The unnamed narrator of Bulgarian 
author Gospodinov’s third novel trans-

lated into English has stumbled into the orbit of Gaustine, 
who’s opened a facility in Zurich for people with Alzheimer’s 

and other forms of dementia—“those who already are living 
solely in the present of their past,” as he puts it. Memory care 
is a legitimate treatment for such patients, but Gospodinov’s 
digressive, philosophical novel is less a work of realist litera-
ture than an allegory about the perils of looking backward and 
attempting to make Switzerland (or Sweden or Germany...) great 
again. As the popularity of the clinic expands—with different 
floors dedicated to different decades of the 20th century—the 
narrator alternates between sketches of various patients and 
ruminations about modern European history (particularly that 
of his native Bulgaria) and how time is treated by authors like 
Thomas Mann, W.H. Auden, and Homer. Eventually, the novel 
expands into a kind of dark satire of nostalgia and patriotism 
as more clinics emerge and various European countries hold 
referendums to decide which point in time it wishes to live in. 
(France picks the 1980s; Switzerland, forever neutral, votes to 
live in the day of the referendum.) But, of course, attempting 
to live in the past doesn’t mean you can stay there. Though the 
story at times meanders, translator Rodel keeps the narrator’s 
wry voice consistent. And in its brisker latter chapters, the story 
achieves a pleasurably Borges-ian strangeness while sending a 
warning signal about how memory can be glitch-y and danger-
ous. As Gaustine puts it: “The more a society forgets, the more 
someone produces, sells, and fills the freed-up niches with 
ersatz-memory.”

An ambitious, quirky, time-folding yarn.

MORE THAN YOU’LL 
EVER KNOW 
Gutierrez, Katie
Morrow/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-06-311845-4  

True-crime blogger Cassie convinces 
a woman whose lies led to the death of 
a man she loved to share her story for 
publication.

Growing up in Enid, Oklahoma, 
Cassie’s childhood is colored by an act of violence and her 
resulting fear of her alcoholic father. She carries such a sense of 
shame about her past that she has never revealed the truth to 
her fiance. He doesn’t even know that she has a younger brother, 
raised by her father after her mother died 12 years ago. He also 
doesn’t fully approve of her part-time job writing a true-crime 
blog that “round[s] up the most interesting murders on the 
internet,” the more salacious the better, most of which feature 
women as victims. But Cassie is obsessed with the opportuni-
ties her blog may open up for her in journalism. So when she 
reads about Lore Rivera, a woman who “married” two differ-
ent men in the 1980s and whose legal husband is still in jail for 
killing the other man, Cassie knows that getting Lore to open 
up might lead her to publishing gold. As Lore shares her story 
over the course of many months of interviews, the two women 
grow closer, though the truth becomes more and more opaque. 
What really happened on the day of the murder? Who pulled 
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the trigger? Gutierrez offers a satisfying, convoluted path to 
answering both of these questions, but even more, she provides 
us with two fully rounded, vulnerable, and fascinating charac-
ters in Cassie and Lore. By telling Lore’s story through flash-
backs beautifully situated in Mexico and Texas, she provides us, 
and Cassie, with a deep understanding of just how one woman 
can get trapped into living a double life full of lies. Love, she 
argues, is messy, fleeting, and out of our control—but it’s all the 
more beautiful for that.

Gutierrez imagines true crime’s often one-dimensional 
female characters with sophistication and grace.

SAINT SEBASTIAN’S ABYSS
Haber, Mark
Coffee House (200 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-56689-636-8  

A friendship between two art schol-
ars warps and cracks over an obscure 
early Renaissance painting.

The unnamed American narrator of 
Haber’s careful, fuguelike intellectual sat-
ire is convinced that Saint Sebastian’s Abyss, 

a 16th-century painting by Count Hugo Beckenbauer, is a master-
piece. His Austrian colleague, Schmidt, agrees, and since discov-
ering the painting as students at Oxford, they’ve written 20 books 
between them celebrating the work. But their reasons for that 
admiration diverge, and as the narrator heads to Berlin to visit 
Schmidt on his deathbed, he recalls various reasons for their dis-
agreements. The narrator believes Schmidt has faked his passion 
for the work as a way to claim ground as a Beckenbauer authority. 

“A friendship between two art scholars warps and 
cracks over an obscure early Renaissance painting.”

saint sebastian’s abyss
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Schmidt, for his part, believes that the narrator’s American back-
ground makes him a second-rate intellect. (He likens America 
to “an obese infant with a concussion.”) In time, it becomes clear 
that the pair’s books aren’t feats of research so much as salvos in a 
decadeslong pissing match. Haber deliberately withholds details 
about the painting itself—we know there’s a donkey, a cliffside, 
rays of light, and apostles, but not enough to sense why the men 
are so thunderstruck. And in a way, they hardly seem to know 
themselves. As they squabble over Beckenbauer—to the point 
of wrecking the narrator’s two marriages, he claims—it’s increas-
ingly questionable whether the artist was worth the trouble. (The 
biographical details suggest that he was a sex-obsessed syphilitic 
whose work, aside from the title painting, was unremarkable.) 
The recursiveness of the narrator’s sentences creates a sense that 
scholarship is a kind of prison, killing a love of art rather than 
expanding it. That strategy gives a fussy, mannered quality to the 
prose, but it does serve the point that obsession can lead to a 
crushing cynicism. 

A darkly funny novel about the wages of small-stakes intel-
lectual combat.

A DOWN HOME MEAL 
FOR THESE 
DIFFICULT TIMES 
Hadero, Meron
Restless Books (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63206-118-8  

In her debut story collection, Addis 
Ababa–born Hadero addresses Ethio-
pian Americans’ struggles for acceptance, 
the painful ties between present and past, 

and the elusive meaning of home.
Raised in the United States and now based in San Francisco, 

Hadero sets a tone of dizzying displacement from the start in 
“The Suitcase,” in which 20-year-old American Saba visits her 
birth city of Addis Ababa for the first time. Far from a romantic 
family reunion, the trip is full of cultural land mines including 
the one she nearly steps on when relatives and family friends 
bicker over which of their gifts Saba will bring back to the U.S. 
In “Mekonnen aka Mack aka Huey Freakin’ Newton,” set in 1989 
in a Brooklyn wracked by racial conflict, sixth grader Mekon-
nen learns the meaning of pride—and shame—as a member of a 
group of activist Black kids. And in “Sinkholes,” an Ethiopian-
born high schooler, the only Black student in his class in rural 
Florida, is put to an impossible test when his teacher asks stu-
dents to write racial epithets on the blackboard, thinking this 

“exercise” is empowering. A full range of stylistic approaches is 
on display in these stories, from the satirical spin on the odd dis-
appearance of Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi in 2012 
to the magical realism of mysterious “floating houses.” Hade-
ro’s writing derives great power from her nuanced references 
to Ethiopia’s anguished history, including the atrocities of the 
Derg military junta. As one character says, survival is about “let-
ting that past move through you and move with you and move 
you so that it’s you deciding for yourself what you’re worth.” 

Entertaining and affecting stories with a deft lightness of 
touch.

NUCLEAR FAMILY
Han, Joseph
Counterpoint (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64009-486-4  

An immigrant family is haunted by 
the past.

Korean-born Han sets his debut novel 
in Hawaii in 2018, in the months leading 
up to a false alert of an impending missile 
attack from North Korea. Central to his 

tale are Mr. and Mrs. Cho, ambitious Korean immigrants who 
successfully run a popular plate-lunch restaurant they dream 
of turning into a chain in hopes that their two grown children, 
Grace and Jacob, will take over someday. The siblings, though, 
have other plans: Grace, perpetually (and tediously) stoned, 



wants “to get off this rock, strap an Acme rocket on her back 
[and] land in grad school as far away as she [can] get.” Jacob, who 
is gay, doesn’t see himself as his mother does: “her representa-
tive and living proof, her healthy and tall son, of how well they 
were doing.” When he decides to travel to South Korea to teach 
English and discover something of his heritage, his parents are 
delighted, but soon they learn devastating news: Jacob has been 
arrested for trying to breach the Demilitarized Zone. Back in 
Hawaii, gossip spreads quickly, the family is shunned, and the 
restaurant struggles. Jacob, though, is no spy; unwillingly and 
unwittingly, he has been inhabited by his dead grandfather, who 
desperately wants to find the family he left behind when he fled 
North Korea. The ghost sees Jacob as “merely a vessel for his 
wishes, like how all sons, and grandsons, ought to be.” Excited 
at being embodied, he is intent on making up “for an afterlife 
of starvation.” Jacob’s efforts to extricate himself from his self-
ish “spiritual tumor”—even seeking help from a domineering 
shaman—test both his strength and hold on reality. Han’s surreal 
fantasy, sometimes devolving into slapstick, contains a serious 
critique: of the marginalization of Korean immigrants; of the 

plight of families separated by a politically contrived border; of 
shattered lives, pain, and guilt.

A raucous and adroit debut.

OBLIVION 
An After 
Autobiography
Hemley, Robin
Gold Wake Press (194 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  June 1, 2022
978-1-63752-781-8  

Good news, fiction fans—there’s 
autofiction, fabulism, literary biography, 
and even Yiddish theater in the afterlife.

“The afterlife, it seemed,” reports 
the narrator of this book, who is called ________ or some-
times ________ ________ but definitely resembles Hemley him-
self, “was not unlike the annual Associated Writing Programs 
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“The best kind of shaggy dog story, delightful in every particular.”
oblivion
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Conference, full of smart, unfulfilled people such as me.” Else-
where described as “footnotes having a get-together,” this is the 
Café of Minor Authors, aka Oblivion, where poor________ has 
landed after a massive heart attack at 62. Minutes after receiv-
ing word from his agent that the auction for his new book was 

“in the stratosphere,” he got a second notification: “_______, 
I’M SO SO SORRY. That was meant for another client.” Oof. 
So much for that mortal coil. But who does ________ find is 
his guide in the beyond but a “jovial boor” named Jozef whom 
he knew in his 20s in Chicago when both worked at a literary 
magazine. Jozef shows him how to order a cappuccino, where 
the library is, and how the dead can haunt history, returning 
to scenes in the lives of their heroes. Off they go to Prague to 
visit ________’s beloved Kafka, who, it turns out, was briefly 
acquainted with his great-grandmother Hanna, an actress in 
the Yiddish theater. Hemley has lots of fun with the details of 
these ghostly visits: “I was too shy to sit in Kafka’s lap, as it were 
(a sentence I never imagined myself writing before this), so I 
sat on the chair beside him where Brod had placed his hat.” A 
mostly hilarious mashup of real incidents and characters from 

Hemley’s career, historical fact, and giddy fantasy, the novel 
also has moments of real sorrow and poignancy. For example, 

_________ can’t encounter figures of the early 20th century 
without recalling which were to perish at which concentration 
camp—all three of Kafka’s sisters, for example. And in the end, 
it’s about how to live—and die—with frustrated ambitions and 
still have a pretty good time.

The best kind of shaggy dog story, delightful in every 
particular.

THE KINGDOM 
OF SAND 
Holleran, Andrew
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-3746-0096-9  

Gay men are the life of the party, 
we’re told, but what happens when it’s 
time to die?

The unnamed narrator of this mor-
dant, unflinching novel is mired in 

what he calls a “predicament” quite different from that expe-
rienced by the hip young gay men at the heart of Holleran’s 
most admired novel, Dancer From the Dance (1978), that crucial 
narrative set in 1970s Manhattan. This novel is about gay men 
dying alone in a small, conservative, Christian town in North 
Florida. “Halloween, alas, was the only time there was anything 
even slightly campy about our town,” the narrator complains. In 
his 60s, he’s friends, or at least experiences a “shared loneliness,” 
with Earl, another gay man, who’s 20 years older; Earl’s illnesses 
provide a grim education in being old and, worse, getting even 
older. Earl and the narrator talk about the “UPS deliveryman, or 
a sale on ice cream at the grocery store, or a new person who’d 
moved into the rental cottages down the street.” And yet Holle-
ran makes these everyday topics, and the seemingly uneventful 
days of the narrator and his friends, into thrilling fiction. That 
is partly because this novel feels confessional, with the narra-
tor divulging thoughts and behavior that most of us would be 
afraid to share. Holleran is fiercely a pointillist. His observa-
tions about the minute details of his narrator’s life feel revela-
tory—and not always specific to the lives of gay men. “Love and 
kindness have a lineage their recipients know nothing about,” 
the narrator declares, including the sometimes unrequited 
kindness of helping someone else die.

Ostensibly about gay men getting older and being alone, 
this novel is really about everyone getting older and being 
alone.



FORBIDDEN CITY
Hua, Vanessa
Ballantine (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-399-17881-8  

Hua’s ambitious second novel explores 
China’s Cultural Revolution through the 
eyes of an idealistic teenage girl.

On the day of Mao Zedong’s death 
in 1976, Mei Xiang, a waitress in a 
San Francisco Chinatown restaurant, 

recalls the incredible journey that took her from a remote, 
impoverished village to the heart of political power in Com-
munist China. When Secretary Sun, a Party official, arrives 
in the summer of 1965 to recruit young girls for mysterious 
duties in the capital, the patriotic 15-year-old Mei is so eager 
to become a model revolutionary that she subtly blackmails 
the village headman into guaranteeing her selection. Arriving 
at Beijing’s walled Lake Palaces, once home to emperors and 

now the Chairman’s residence, Mei soon learns from Teacher 
Fan that her job will be to dance with the Party elites. That 
first evening she attracts the Chairman’s attention, earning 
the enmity of another ambitious girl, Midnight Chang. The 
quick-witted Mei soon becomes the Chairman’s lover and 
confidante; when he recruits her to trick and undermine 
his political rival, she seizes the opportunity for revolution-
ary action with fervor. But her doubts grow as Mei observes 
the harrowing violence and brutality sweeping the country. 
Inspired by documentary footage of Mao surrounded by 
adoring young women and drawing on the life of his personal 
secretary, Zhang Yufeng, Hua vividly captures the cult of 
personality that enabled the manipulation of girls like Mei. 
But her narrative pace is surprisingly slow; most of the action 
takes place within the isolated confines of the Lake Palaces, 
where Mei obsesses over her rivalries with Midnight Chang 
and Madame, the Chairman’s wife. Mei’s narrow viewpoint 
also limits the novel’s emotional impact, as she remains 
detached from the traumatic events of the Cultural Revolu-
tion until the contrived climax.
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Though disappointing in its execution, this well-
researched book addresses a momentous period rarely cov-
ered in fiction.

BLOOMSBURY GIRLS
Jenner, Natalie
St. Martin’s Press (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-2502-7669-8  

In post–World War II London, three 
women battle misogyny at a stodgy 
bookshop.

In Jenner’s follow-up to The Jane 
Austen Society (2020), former housemaid 
Evie Stone, age 17, has completed her 

studies at Cambridge, but, despite her genius for scholarship, 
the upper-class Cambridge boys club will not grant her the aca-
demic career she craves. Through her Austen Society contacts, 

she wangles a job at Bloomsbury Books, where men hold sway 
and a set of arcane rules keeps the female clerks toiling in the 
lower echelons of bookselling. From here, as in the earlier book, 
the lives of several characters intertwine. Vivien, of the fiction 
department, is a talented writer whose ambitions have been 
thwarted. Alec, her boss and spurned lover, is a less talented 
writer, which the near-omniscient narration makes clear in 
one of many pointed character assessments. Grace, a secretary, 
yearns to escape her controlling husband but fears losing cus-
tody of her sons. Ash, of the science section, comes to realize 
that as an Indian immigrant he cannot overcome British bigotry, 
however powerful the pull of his and Evie’s mutual attraction 
and matching meticulous personalities. The shop’s hierarchy 
includes Herbert Dutton, the general manager, who clings to 
power despite failing health, and Lord Baskin, the benevolent 
landlord. Except where Evie is concerned, class conflict is not 
a factor here. In fact, the dramatic tension suffers as conflicts 
are too easily resolved by lucky breaks, not to mention wealthy 
mentors. The timing of key developments often owes more to 
plot convenience than to convincing causality. The 1950 set-
ting does allow for entertaining literary intrigues, including 
store events featuring Daphne du Maurier and Samuel Beck-
ett, which spark kerfuffles and exacerbate the gender wars that 
are the overriding preoccupation of this novel. Much of the 
plot revolves around overlooked women writers, notably Jane 
Webb, author of a prescient but forgotten 1827 novel called The 
Mummy! However, readers can be comfortable, perhaps too 
comfortable, in the expectation that the women will prevail.

A rose-tinted view of early 1950s literary feminism.

SONG FOR ALMEYDA & 
SONG FOR ANNINHO
Jones, Gayl
Beacon Press (200 pp.) 
$23.95  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-8070-2990-9 

The mercurial and provocative Jones 
follows up Palmares (2021), her novel of 
17th-century Brazilian slavery, in the 
unlikely and, yes, provocative form of an 
epic narrative poem.

The starkly rendered imagery and intensely orchestrated 
language in such Jones novels as Corregidora (1975) and Eva’s 
Man (1976) suggest that she has always been as compelling a 
poet as a storyteller. Her new book is a poem in two parts, 
Song for Anninho having been first published 40 years ago as 
prelude to Palmares, her sprawling, epochal bildungsroman 
about Almeyda, a young enslaved Black Brazilian woman, 
and her tumultuous adventures under different masters 
before escaping bondage with her husband, Anninho, to 
the refuge of Palmares. As readers of the novel will recall, 
the community is ravaged by war, scattering the survivors 
and sending Almeyda on a yearslong search for the missing 
Anninho. The newer of the two “songs,” which opens this 
duo, finds Anninho safely bivouacked from his pursuers 
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and preparing for the battle to build a “New Palmares.” He 
is seeking answers from a curandero (or healer) as to the 
safety and location of his wife and speaks with other exiled 
Palmarenians: “Men and women who want to be / Who they 
are / Some must be taught to be / Themselves / But rebels 
are rebels.” Anninho also conducts imaginary conversa-
tions with Almeyda, whom he assures “the war has not / 
Ended. But / here in these caverns are the / African waters 
that / heal.” Meanwhile, in her song to Anninho, Almeyda 
conducts imaginary conversations with her husband, as she 
has been viciously enslaved again; at times, she grudgingly 
returns to a reality where she will sometimes “cross my hands 
over breasts / that are no longer there.” The pain and mor-
tification of her abusive imprisonment are relieved by her 
reminiscences of her previous life and dreams of the distant 
prospects for freedom. There is fierce and evocative inti-
macy in these songs that contrast sharply with the sweeping 
momentum and formidable amplitude of the storytelling in 
Palmares. Readers familiar with both books will likely suspect 
that there’s far more to come in the saga of these besieged yet 

rhapsodic revolutionaries. For readers who are more encour-
aged than intimidated by Jones’ steely focus and breadth of 
vision, this is an important stop on a remarkable journey.

This book’s magic is different than that of its predecessor, 
yet the spells they cast are comparably powerful.

THE FERVOR
Katsu, Alma
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-593-32833-0  

In 1944, the lives of a newspaper 
reporter, a newly ordained minister, Jap-
anese internees, and a Japanese scientist 
intertwine around a mysterious illness.

“There’s a long history of violence 
against Asians in America. If you’re 

unaware of this, it’s not surprising: it doesn’t make the history 
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books, it’s not taught in classrooms,” the author writes in an 
afterword. Her novel combines historical events, such as Roos-
evelt’s executive order forcing Japanese Americans into intern-
ment camps, with supernatural elements from Japanese folklore. 
Chapters alternate among the perspectives of minister Archie 
Mitchell, reporter Fran Gurstwold, Camp Minidoka internees 
Meiko Briggs and her daughter Aiko, and scientist Wasaburo 
Oishi’s journal entries. What unites these disparate characters 
becomes clear as more is revealed about the illness spreading 
through the internment camp and the dangerous balloons or 
parachutes that have begun appearing in several states. While 
at first the plot moves at a dizzying pace, especially in Archie’s 
first chapters, a balance of incisive detail and steady progres-
sion is struck toward the middle of the book. What appears to 
be a story of supernatural suspense mixed with historical fiction 
transforms into an important reminder of the United States’ 
short memory of its own atrocities and its long history of anti-
Asian sentiment, violence, and racism. Didactic writing is both 
a strength and a weakness here. At first, important parallels are 
created; for instance, “America was not Nazi Germany. Rounding 

up citizens in camps in order to kill them: it was impossible. It 
went against everything America stood for—everything Ameri-
cans said they stood for. Yet here she was, dying in an internment 
camp.” Unfortunately, by the end, these notes become too fre-
quent and heavy-handed. Even so, it’s enjoyable to experience the 
ambitious, weblike weaving of the book’s many elements.

Admirable in its aims but needed more finesse.

GREY BEES
Kurkov, Andrey
Trans. by Boris Dralyuk
Deep Vellum (360 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Mar. 29, 2022
978-1-646051-66-3  

A Ukrainian beekeeper strives in the 
face of hardship to make the most of his 
simple life.

Until it was thrust into the head-
lines by Russia’s invasion in February 

2022, Ukraine was far from the minds of most Western read-
ers. Through the story of Sergey Sergeyich, a divorced, disabled 
Ukrainian mine safety inspector and passionate beekeeper, 
Kurkov transforms the abstractions of geopolitics into an 
intensely human account of compassion and persistence. Along 
with Pashka, his lifelong frenemy, Sergeyich is one of the two 
remaining inhabitants of Little Starhorodivka, a village in 
Ukraine’s “Grey Zone”—the front line between the nation’s 
troops and pro-Russian separatists in the Donbas region. The 
village, so small it has only two main streets whose names Ser-
geyich decides to reverse in a moment of whimsy, has been 
without electricity for three years. Through a harsh winter, as 
the sounds of distant shelling periodically shatter the silence, 
Sergeyich survives on a diet of buckwheat, millet, and the occa-
sional egg, heating his home with a coal-fired potbelly stove and 
lighting it with candles scavenged from the ruins of the village’s 
bombed-out church. Pashka has secured for himself a margin-
ally more comfortable lifestyle due to his friendship with the 
separatist forces. With the onset of warmer weather, Sergey-
ich impulsively decamps with his six beehives on an odyssey 
across a war-ravaged landscape that will eventually bring him 
to the Crimean home of Akhtem, a Tatar beekeeper he met at a 
convention years earlier. But when he arrives, he finds himself 
more connected to Akhtem’s family than he ever anticipated, 
in the process discovering a common humanity that transcends 
borders and faiths. Kurkov’s prose is as unassuming as his char-
acters. In his portrayal, Sergeyich is an Everyman embroiled 
against his will in “a war in which he [has] taken no part.” The 
humble pleasure he derives from tending to his bees and his 
determination simply to endure another difficult day make for 
a subtly inspirational tale.

A gentle story of survival in a war-scarred land.

“A Ukrainian beekeeper strives in the face of hardship 
to make the most of his simple life.”

grey bees



CIRCA
Laskar, Devi S.
Mariner Books (192 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-35-865292-2  

A first-generation Indian American 
teenager’s world shatters when her best 
friend is killed in a car accident, fractur-
ing her plans and reshaping her family.

Growing up in 1980s Raleigh, Heera 
longs to be a normal American teenager. 

But her Bengali parents are strict and unyielding on everything 
from clothes to food, unwilling to adapt any more than they 
must to the country they immigrated to before Heera’s birth. 
Heera rebels with her best friend, Marie, and Marie’s older 
brother, Marco, her crush. The siblings look out for Heera, 
helping her sneak out and claim small victories in her quest 
for freedom. But when a drunken driver kills Marie while the 
three are leaving a party, Heera struggles to find the comfort she 

needs from her parents until further tragedy strikes the family 
and their close-knit community. On the verge of college, Heera 
feels conflicting loyalties and expectations and struggles to 
carve out the life she wants. This tight, insightful novel is built 
on familiar themes of struggles in immigrant families between 
first-generation children and their parents. But the author 
eschews simple, binary answers to the challenges Heera and 
her family face. Sometimes the expectations placed on Heera 
are suffocating, and other times her ever watchful parents and 
their community form a safety net, a fact that becomes espe-
cially clear in the wake of Marie’s death, when Marco becomes 
unraveled under a lack of supervision and guidance. By follow-
ing Heera from high school to adulthood, the author teases out 
nuanced tensions in the parent-child dynamic that add richness 
to this oft-explored topic.

A heartbreaking examination of family ties.
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CAN’T LOOK AWAY 
Lovering, Carola
St. Martin’s Press (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-2502-7139-6  

In a fancy Connecticut suburb, a 
woman is forced to come to terms with 
the choices she made nearly a decade 
earlier.

Molly has a seemingly idyllic life in 
tony Flynn Cove, Connecticut, where 

she teaches yoga and resides with her reliable, catalog-hand-
some husband, Hunter, and adorable daughter, Stella. The only 
visible cracks in this picture-perfect world? A dearth of good 
friends, a rash of unpleasant fellow mothers, and fertility issues. 
Oh, and within the opening pages of the book, there are sug-
gestive hints of the one who got away: That would be Jake Dan-
ner, a musician boyfriend from Molly’s years in New York City, 
a time when she was working on her MFA in creative writing 
and rich in close friends. When the beautiful, entertaining, and 
intriguing Sabrina turns up at both Molly’s Flynn Cove yoga 
class and her fertility clinic, she immediately ameliorates the 
lack-of-friendship aspect of Molly’s life, bringing a welcome 
relief from the stuffier elements of the community. But as Lov-
ering introduces narrative threads beyond Molly’s, the mystery 
element of the story rises sharply. Weaving together several 
distinct timelines—Molly and Jake’s meeting and falling in love 
in 2013, the paradigm shifts in their evolving relationship, and 
Molly’s life in high-flying Flynn Cove—Lovering unspools a 
taut, twisty, humdinger of a plot that encompasses the vagaries 
of true friendship as well as those of true love.

A slow-burning literary tease that plumbs the heights 
and depths of young love, creative ambitions, friendship, and 
betrayal.

THE HEART OF THE DEAL
MacMillan, Lindsay
Alcove Press (352 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63910-010-1  

As she ages from 25 to 30, a Manhat-
tan woman searches for love and finds 
herself.

Rae, newly turned 25, has realized that 
time is of the essence. She has mapped 
out her future carefully and backdated the 

time necessary for each step—the three kids spaced two years 
apart before she turns 35, the wedded bliss before kids, the living 
together before marriage, the two years of dating, and the meet-
ing the one—to the present moment. Cue dating apps so that 
she can get a move on and meet that special someone fast. With 
a grueling job as an investment banker, Rae is long on planning 
and strategies and short on time. And with a dream of becom-
ing a poet, she yearns for connection at a spiritual level even 

as she dissects every romantic relationship as if it were a busi-
ness deal. Her group of friends—dubbed the Scramblettes for 
a half-omelet, half–scrambled egg concoction they invented by 
accident—includes Ellen, Mina, and Sarah, who are all on their 
own varied paths toward love and career success. As Rae dates, 
works, and watches her friends pair off, return to singlehood, and 
explore their own futures, she constantly interrogates herself 
and her heart. Is she looking for the highs and lows of deep love, 
being truly seen, and the risky investment that can be? Or is she 
seeking a secure investment, compatibility, and contentment? 
Author MacMillan has created a character whose voice matures 
and grows as she ages these five years—no mean feat. Readers 
will be invested in Rae’s choices and whether or not they are the 
right ones, for sure. But the constant introspection and heavy-
handed investment banking jargon might be a turn-off for some.

An analytic and emotional exploration of love, mental 
health issues, and what it means to give someone your heart.

THE BOARDWALK BOOKSHOP
Mallery, Susan
Harlequin MIRA (352 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-778-38608-7  

Three woman who join together to 
rent a large space along the beach in Los 
Angeles for their stores—a gift shop, a 
bakery, and a bookstore—become fast 
friends as they each experience the highs, 
and lows, of love.

Bree is a friendly but standoffish bookstore owner who 
keeps everyone she knows at arm’s length, from guys she meets 
in bars to her friends. Mikki is a settled-in-her-routines divorced 
mother of two, happily a mom, gift-shop owner, and co-parent 
with her ex-husband, Perry. And Ashley is a young, very-much-
in-love bakery owner specializing in muffins who devotes 
herself to giving back to the community through a nonprofit 
that helps community members develop skills and find jobs. 
When the women meet drooling over a boardwalk storefront 
that none of them can afford on her own, a plan is hatched to 
divide the space in three, and a friendship—and business part-
nership—is born. An impromptu celebration on the beach at 
sunset with champagne becomes a weekly touchpoint to their 
lives as they learn more about each other and themselves. Their 
friendship blossoms as they help each other, offering support, 
hard truths, and loving backup. Author Mallery has created a 
delightful story of friendship between three women that also 
offers a variety of love stories as they fall in love, make mistakes, 
and figure out how to be the best—albeit still flawed—versions 
of themselves. The men are similarly flawed and human. While 
the story comes down clearly on the side of all-encompassing 
love, Mallery has struck a careful balance: There is just enough 
sex to be spicy, just enough swearing to be naughty, and just 
enough heartbreak to avoid being cloying.

A book begging to be read on the beach, with the sun 
warming the sand and salt in the air: pure escapism.

“A slow-burning literary tease.”
can’t look away
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THE ISLAND
McKinty, Adrian
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-316-53128-3  

An American family’s trip to see 
koalas and Australian wildlife becomes 
a life-and-death situation after they kill 
an innocent woman in a car crash and her 
family seeks revenge.

Tom, 44; his second wife, Heather, 
24; and his kids, Olivia, 14, and Owen, 12, are in Australia, pig-
gybacking a family vacation onto a business trip. After a diffi-
cult year that saw the death of Tom’s first wife and his marriage 
to Heather—whom the kids dislike—a group trip seems like 
a way to bring them all together. Renting a car to drive to the 
coast in search of interesting animals seems like a fun excur-
sion. But while stopping at a roadside stand for food, the fam-
ily gets to talking with some local people, and they end up on 
a tiny ferry to a remote private island in search of the wildlife 
they haven’t yet seen. Once on the island, one thing leads to 
another, and Tom, driving too fast, hits a woman on a bike, kill-
ing her instantly. Over several generations, the family that lives 
on the island has become a law unto itself, and after realizing 
that the woman is dead, they seek retribution—whether it will 
be via death, rape, or cash is to be decided by Ma, the head of 
the family, and Danny, the husband of the woman who’s been 
killed. Some elements of the survival story feel more like conve-
nient plot points than believable developments, and the writing 
is occasionally overwrought as McKinty seeks to make weighty 
statements about life, death, and spiritual links to the natu-
ral world, but on the whole, McKinty has written an exciting 
thriller that follows Heather and the others as they seek to run, 
hide, and survive the elements until the police—whom they 
have no way of contacting—can arrive.

An engaging thriller that, despite some flaws, contains sto-
rytelling that pulls readers compulsively onward.

SPELL HEAVEN
And Other Stories
Mirosevich, Toni
Counterpoint (288 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-64009-516-8  

A Bay Area writing professor narrates 
these interconnected stories, empha-
sizing the importance of memory and 
shared experience.

“Is it possible you might need to carry 
something from the past, from what has happened to what will 
be?” the narrator asks, and this question weaves itself through-
out the stories. In nonchronological yet seamless order, the nar-
rator recalls moments of her life, often weaving flashbacks and 
thoughtful, sometimes humorous or horrifying anecdotes into 

the main narrative. In “Murderer’s Bread,” she and her partner, 
Stevie, leave the city for a quieter, more conservative coastal 
town, where they worry about fitting in. Their concerns about 
homophobia are palpable, yet the couple embraces the neigh-
borhood’s other outsiders, forming an unlikely community 
despite their doubts. In “As If You and I Agree,” a contempo-
rary pandemic story, the narrator’s anger at two men not wear-
ing masks builds until she surreptitiously curses them with her 
middle finger while pushing up her sunglasses. The interaction—
which occurs as she’s taking her morning walk on a path next to 
the beach—is familiar, latching on to the heightened emotions 
about public health circa 2020, but what happens next is unique 
and aptly illustrated. In silence, she unites with her PPE–defy-
ing enemies at the rare sight of a humpback whale, breaching 

“like a huge middle digit,” just like the finger she insulted the 
men with moments before. Though the narrator’s nostalgic 
tone can sometimes feel forlorn, there’s an overarching sense of 
optimism in her recollections, with beads of wisdom scattered 
throughout the book. “You can have a life where whatever you 
catch brings you joy,” she says on a pier near her adopted home, 
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reminiscing about the time she saw a man laugh as sea gulls 
plucked a comma-shaped pink shrimp, perhaps bait, from his 
fingers—a simple memory that she distills to its moral essence.

A seamlessly written book full of beautiful connections.

JAMEELA GREEN 
RUINS EVERYTHING
Nawaz, Zarqa
Mariner Books (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-35-862-123-2  

A woman makes a deal with God 
to make her memoir a bestseller—and 
ends up getting much more than she bar-
gained for.

Jameela Green is excited for her pub-
licity tour…until her high school nemesis shows up and steals 
her thunder. It seems like these sorts of things are always hap-
pening in her life, so for the first time in more than 20 years, 
Jameela ventures to her local mosque in Liverspot, North 
Dakota. There, she meets Ibrahim, an earnest imam who rec-
ommends that she try to help someone else before she expects 
God’s help in return—specifically, he says that she should reach 
out to a homeless person. Thus, Ibrahim and Jameela encounter 
Barkley—who, it turns out, has been radicalized by an IS–type 
group known as the Dominion of the Islamic Caliphate and 
Kingdom, which will conveniently be referred to as the DICK 
throughout the rest of the novel. And DICK jokes really are the 
tip of the iceberg. Soon, Ibrahim is detained by the CIA, sus-
pected of associations with the DICK, and when Jameela tries 
to help him, she ends up in Pakistan, tasked with infiltrating the 
DICK, which has been looking for a Western-raised Muslim 
woman to commit a terrorist act. Along the way, she commits 
murder and is promised in marriage to the DICK’s second-in-
command, who has a fetish for women eating cookies, while 
Ibrahim’s CIA contact—also his fake wife, as a cover—turns 
out to be the daughter of the DICK’s leader. They all end up in 
Syria along with Jameela’s White husband and their daughter, 
where they are part of the strangest wedding ever staged. There 
is little subtlety in this farcical novel, but the over-the-top satire 
still wields a sharp edge, particularly when it comes to commen-
tary on American involvement in the Middle East.

Jameela wins us over with her sharp tongue, boundless 
courage, and sterling insight.

THE MEN
Newman, Sandra
Grove (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-8021-5966-3  

The author of The Heavens (2019) 
imagines a world inhabited solely by 
women.

At 7:14 p.m. Pacific time on Aug. 26, 
every human being with a Y chromo-
some disappeared. Jane Pearson wakes 

the next morning to discover that her husband and young son 
are gone. Later, she will learn that all the men, all the boys, all 
the transgender women, all the nonbinary people with Y chro-
mosomes…they’re all gone. This is not a new concept. Philip 
Wylie’s The Disappearance (1951) opens with these lines: “The 
female of the species vanished on the afternoon of the second 
Tuesday of February at four minutes and fifty-two seconds past 
four o’clock, Eastern Standard Time.” In Brian K. Vaughan’s Y: 
The Last Man series of graphic novels—the first installment 
published in 2002—a virus kills every man on Earth except for 
one. A deadly illness that strikes only men also plays a role in 
Christina Sweeney-Baird’s debut novel, The End of Men, pub-
lished just last year. What makes Newman’s take on this SF 
trope different is that this novel doesn’t seem to want to be 
science fiction. After setting the dystopian narrative in motion, 
the author pulls back to offer a detailed account of Jane’s life 
up to this point. After joining a dance troupe as a teen, she 
falls under the control of a man who abuses her by compelling 
her to abuse other, younger kids. She escapes jail by testifying 
against her abuser. This is a horrifying story compellingly told, 
but it feels like it belongs in a different book. We also get the 
full history of Evangelyne Moreau, Jane’s one-time friend. A 
philosopher-turned-politician, an ex-convict, and a former cult 
member, Evangelyne is a fascinating character, but Newman 
spends more time sharing Evangelyne’s history than exploring 
the strange universe she has created. By the last page, the con-
nection between the realistic and speculative parts of the novel 
is clear, but the speculative elements feel woefully underdevel-
oped—which is too bad, because they’re inventive and chilling. 
Also worth noting: There will be readers who object to the gen-
der essentialism upon which this novel relies and the way New-
man handles the fate of people who aren’t cisgender when the 

“men” disappear.
Occasionally brilliant but ultimately unsatisfying.
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A TRAIL OF CRAB TRACKS
Nganang, Patrice
Trans. by Amy B. Reid
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-374-60298-7  

A complex, sometimes didactic story 
of war and remembrance by Cameroon-
born novelist Nganang, who calls himself 

“Caretaker of the Republic” in this book’s 
acknowledgments.

“What is a world with no utopia worth?” So asks a man 
named Ouandié, the leader—in life as well as in Nganang’s lat-
est novel—of a guerrilla army fighting first the French colonists 
of Cameroon and later rival ethnic groups. The question is one 
that arises, in various forms, throughout the narrative. Nga-
nang’s story opens in snowy New Jersey, where an academic 
named Tanou lives with his family. His father—who, Tanou 
comes to understand, bears a different last name from his—has 
come from Cameroon to live with them, leaving his own fam-
ily behind, and now, it appears, he is suffering from the onset 
of Alzheimer’s disease. There’s more to his forgetfulness and 

“secretive nature” than that: Nithap, renowned as a doctor in his 
homeland, has much that he’d like to forget as a veteran of a 
vicious civil war in which horrible atrocities were committed 
by both sides—and which Nganang portrays in graphic detail 
to drive home the terror of the time. When Tanou travels to 
Cameroon, he begins to follow the “trail of crab tracks” of Nga-
nang’s title, which refers both to an arcane script developed 
to represent the language of the Bamileke peoples of western 
Cameroon and to the symbol adapted by Ouandié’s rebel army: 

“The UPC’s mistake,” observes one woman, “is that they chose 
the crab as their party emblem! The ant, that’s what I would 
have said, or termites, even. But the crab! The most egotisti-
cal of all animals!” As Tanou teases out his father’s difficult past, 
he learns that conditions in his native country have scarcely 
improved since independence, still riven by corruption and tyr-
anny, and that the young people he meets are eager to resume 
the struggles of old.

An effective continuation of Nganang’s project to capture 
his country’s history.

THINGS THEY LOST 
Oduor, Okwiri
Scribner (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-982102-57-9  

A young African girl with seerlike 
awareness of the past comes of age.

Before Ayosa Ataraxis Brown was 
born, no more than “a wriggling thing, 
unbound, light as a Sunday morning 
thought,” she was granted access to the 

traumatic, layered memories of her mother’s past. Fittingly, a 

kind of strife has always marked Ayosa’s relationship with her 
mother, Nabumbo Promise, a mercurial photographer who 
shares her daughter’s willful spirit and is disturbed by the girl’s 
preternatural knowledge. Now almost 13, Ayosa lives alone in 
the small village of Mapeli Town in a manor that belonged to her 
great-grandmother—an Englishwoman named Mabel Brown 
whose wealth spurred the town’s founding—while Nabumbo 
Promise disappears on work assignments for months on end. As 
Ayosa awaits her mother’s return with a mix of love and anger, 
ever wary of body-snatching wraiths that might impersonate 
Nabumbo Promise, she whiles away time with the enigmatic 
neighbors—Sindano, the owner of a visitorless cafe, and Jentrix, 
the town’s apothecary—who provide clues into the Brown fam-
ily’s deep links with the town’s traumas; she also forms a power-
ful bond to free-spirited Mbiu, a motherless girl who observes 
Ayosa through the manor’s windows. Nabumbo Promise 
returns at last, but her relationship with Ayosa grows thornier 
as the two clash over the painful rifts in their relationship and 
Nabumbo Promise begins to detach from reality. Debut author 
Oduor renders this fantastical world so tangibly it almost leaps 
off the page—a feat aided by her stunning language: A hornet’s 
nest is an “enormous papery capsule writhing above them, full 
of murder and full of nectar”; Ayosa experiences “nights where 
her body unravel[s] from itself like yarn from a spool.” There’s a 
complex emotional current animating Ayosa’s relationship with 
her mother as the two vacillate between disdain and desperate, 
intense love, lending the narrative a sense of momentum and 
depth. Though sometimes strained by an abundance of color-
ful characters, this novel is lively and original; it is a captivating 
journey from start to finish.

A joy to read.

THE NO-SHOW
O’Leary, Beth
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-43844-2  

After three young women are stood 
up by the same man on Valentine’s Day, 
they each embark on elucidating jour-
neys of self-discovery.

The novel opens on Valentine’s 
Day in London as Siobhan, an attrac-

tive and successful life coach, waits at a restaurant for Joseph 
Carter. Though previously she would have said he was just a 
fling, a breakfast date on Valentine’s Day suggests they might 
be moving to a new place in their relationship. At least, that’s 
what she thinks until he fails to show up. Next we’re introduced 
to Miranda, an adventurous arborist who climbs trees for a 
living. She’s supposed to meet Joseph for lunch, but again, he 
fails to appear. Finally, there’s Jane, a quiet young bookworm 
who volunteers at a charity shop and clearly has a secret in her 
past. Jane has lied and told her co-workers that Joseph is her 
boyfriend simply to put an end to their constant attempts at 
matchmaking. Joseph had been game to play along, except that 

“A young African girl with seerlike awareness of 
the past comes of age....A joy to read.”

things they lost
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when he’s finally supposed to accompany Jane to a social event 
in his role as pretend boyfriend, he flakes, sending not so much 
as a text to explain his absence. As the story unfolds, O’Leary 
provides backstory about the connections between Joseph and 
each woman as well as revealing what happens to each relation-
ship following the catastrophic Valentine’s dates. Readers will 
try to connect the dots to determine how the three women are 
related, if at all, and whether any of them really belongs with 
Joseph. While the story starts off as though it’s a romantic com-
edy, the content gradually shifts, and a clever twist toward the 
end may leave readers feeling they’ve read a thriller more than 
any sort of romance. With thoroughly likable characters—even 
Joseph becomes appealing—this plot-driven novel is fast-paced 
and engaging throughout. Full of both humorous and heart-
wrenching moments, the novel is packed with the perfect mix 
of contradictions to keep it engaging.

An expertly plotted romantic surprise about self-forgive-
ness and second chances.

AT THE EDGE OF THE WOODS
Ono, Masatsugu
Trans. by Juliet Winters Carpenter
Two Lines Press (184 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-949641-28-8  

A dreamlike story about an unnamed 
family beside an unnamed forest.

The narrator of Ono’s latest novel 
to appear in English refers to his young 
son, who wants to watch TV, and his 
wife, pregnant with their second child, 

but none of these characters receive names. Nor does the coun-
try where they live—not their native country—or the language 
they’ve learned or the refugees the narrator eventually sees 
tramping through the forest. And yet the lack of names is the 
least of this mysterious novel’s many puzzles. More obscure are 
the time frame and the plot. What has happened when? At one 
point, the narrator and his pregnant wife visit a cake shop—but 
is she pregnant with their first child or their second? Or is the 
narrator alone, his wife having gone to her family home to wait 
out the pregnancy? “I can’t remember what we bought that day 
or whether we left without buying anything,” he says. “[Those] 
memories, too, have become doubtful. It’s possible that it was 
a single event, mixed and rolled out over and over.” Ono’s prose, 
elegantly translated by Carpenter, is deceptively simple. His ref-
erences range from Darwin to Mozart. But while the marketing 
copy helpfully explains that this is a novel about “climate catas-
trophe,” it’s difficult to know what, in the end, to make of it. 
The narrator’s son brings home an old woman who quickly dis-
appears. The forest is rumored to be full of imps who steal chil-
dren—and also mail. The mailman seems to have fangs. How all 
these details connect to one another—and whether they do—is 
anyone’s guess.

Beautifully written but puzzling to the point of opacity.

MIRROR MADE OF RAIN
Patel, Naheed Phiroze
Unnamed Press (255 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-951213-60-2  

Addiction dominates a comfortable 
Indian family and pushes its daughter to 
the edge.

Patel’s debut is a dark, unhappy story 
of alcoholism and a broken mother-
daughter relationship. On good days, 

Noomi Wadia’s mother, Asha, “could be amazing,” but such days 
are rare since Asha lost her second child and, subsequently, her 
mental health. Now she’s an alcoholic, dominating the lives of 
Noomi and her father, Jeh: “My parents’ marriage is destroying 
them, slowly, like termites eating a house.” Noomi, 23, has grown 
up lonely and rebellious, blaming her parents, struggling in her 
own relationships, and tempted by alcohol, too. Eventually she 
will break free of her home in Kamalpur and move to Bombay, 
where she works as a journalist and meets Veer, the man she will 
marry. When we next encounter Noomi, she’s arriving in New 
Delhi with the ever tolerant Veer, to meet her future-in-laws. 
But, as in the preceding sections, Patel undermines her story 
with overemphasis, juxtaposing Noomi against casts of two-
dimensional secondary figures—corrupt businessmen; mean, 
spoiled, and critical female elders; and contentedly privileged 
male peers. This heavy delineation coarsens the storytelling, 
sapping sympathy for its beleaguered central character, who will 
struggle with her own alcoholism, depression, and hard choices. 
At times Patel demonstrates a graceful descriptive style, but it’s 
her tendency to accentuate that predominates, even during a 
redemptive—and not quite convincing—conclusion.

A shortage of nuance drains impact from a painful tale.

TAKE MY HAND
Perkins-Valdez, Dolen
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$24.30  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-33769-1  

It’s 1973 in Montgomery, Alabama, 
and when a Black nurse realizes her 
young patients are being shockingly mis-
treated, a lawsuit reveals the systemic 
horror taking place.

After graduating as a nurse, Civil 
Townsend starts work at a family planning clinic in pursuit of 
her dream of empowering poor Black women. Civil is assigned 
two young sisters, 13-year-old Erica and 11-year-old India Wil-
liams, as off-site patients—she’ll visit them at home periodically 
to give them injections of Depo-Provera. Civil becomes deeply 
invested in the Williams family, helping them move out of their 
squalid sharecropper cabin into an apartment and helping the 
girls’ widowed father find a new job that doesn’t require him to 
be literate. But soon Civil’s ex-boyfriend Tyrell Ralsey tells her 



that Depo-Provera hasn’t been approved by the Food and Drug 
Administration, and she starts looking into whether the clinic’s 
patients are being coerced into care without full information. 
Civil’s concern for the autonomy of others is juxtaposed against 
her secret choice to have an illegal abortion, which she’s never 
fully worked through emotionally despite Ty’s attempts at con-
versation. When the clinic’s White director takes over the 
Williams girls’ care and makes an irreversible decision, Civil is 
thrust into a world of lawsuits and Senate hearings in an effort 
to seek justice. Author Perkins-Valdez deftly balances an older 
Civil, now an OB-GYN, acting as the first-person narrator with 
a young Civil experiencing the emotional weight of these events 
in real time. The older Civil’s narration, as she tells the story 
in 2016 to her own daughter, not only explains the trauma that 
Erica and India experienced, but also allows her to explain why 
even though she returned to medical school and dedicated her-
self to a career focused on the intersections of race, class, ability, 
and reproductive choice, after more than 40 years she still feels 
she must return to seek the Williamses’ forgiveness. Inspired by 
real events, this work of historical fiction admirably balances 
moral complexity with affecting characters.

Vividly highlights the deep and lasting impact of injustice.

TRACY FLICK CAN’T WIN
Perrotta, Tom
Scribner (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5011-4406-6  

The campaign to create a Hall of 
Fame at a suburban New Jersey high 
school lures a few skeletons out of their 
closets.

Perrotta’s 10th novel, following the 
delightful Mrs. Fletcher (2017), revives the 

now-iconic protagonist of his third, Election (1998). Tracy Flick, 
portrayed so unforgettably by Reese Witherspoon in the movie, 
is not only back, she’s still in high school—now as Dr. Flick, 
assistant principal in another New Jersey town. Combining nar-
rated chapters with short first-person “testimonies” by five of 
the characters, the plot unfolds with the you-are-there feel of a 
documentary, or mockumentary perhaps, though the generally 
arch tone is belied by a not-so-funny ending. As the story begins, 
Tracy is at the breakfast table with her 10-year-old daughter, 
reading the paper. The connection between the #MeToo head-
lines and her own past (she’s always thought of what happened 
with her sophomore English teacher as an “affair”) is perturbing. 
Her once-unshakeable belief in her own agency has been almost 
fatally challenged since then, shoving her off her track to the 
presidency of the United States (not “a crazy ambition,” accord-
ing to her), now offering as booby prize the possibility of taking 
over for the principal when he retires at the end of the year. But 
in the meantime, she has to deal with this stupid Hall of Fame 
project, which pushes many of her buttons. Once again, char-
acters you shouldn’t like at all become strangely sympathetic in 
Perrotta’s hands. Adulterers, egotists, bullies—well, we all make 

mistakes. As much as forgiveness seems the explicit theme of 
the book, its evil twin, revenge, burbles menacingly beneath the 
surface, and the ending is a shocker.

Nobody told this master of dark comedy there are things 
you can’t make jokes about. Watch him try.

LIONESS 
Powell, Mark
West Virginia Univ. Press 
(304 pp.) 
$21.99 paper  |  April 1, 2022
978-1-952271-44-1  

An artist takes part in an act of 
ecoterrorism.

There’s a small but memorable cote-
rie of novels in which a troubled narrator 
attempts to figure out what drove a loved 
one to an act of political violence. Paul 

Auster’s Leviathan (1992) is one such book, and Powell’s latest 
offers a distinctly 21st-century spin on the theme. David, the 
writer at the heart of this novel, is struggling in the aftermath 
of a host of harrowing events. One is his young son’s death as a 
result of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma; the other is his wife Mara’s 
involvement in the bombing of a water bottling facility, which 
may have killed her though her body was never found. As David 
looks back on the events that led up to these tragedies, he pon-
ders Mara’s successful art career and his own work as a journalist 
and playwright. This also involves tracing their involvement in 
activism, which began in 2003 with “an affair built around pri-
vate lust and public fury.” Another figure looms large in the book 
and in David and Mara’s relationship: an activist named Chris 
Bright who, David recalls, “lived with the discipline required of 
one existing outside the bounds of society.” David’s narrative 
moves backward and forward in time, circling different parts of 
his marriage to Mara, their respective artistic careers, the birth 
of their son, and the tragic end to it all. Despite this unconven-
tional structure, Powell’s novel is never confusing; instead, it has 
a tragic force that propels it toward its destination. And while 
some of David’s own attempts to wrestle with the past and sum-
mon alternate explanations or endings for various events feel a 
bit overlong, the overall effect is emotionally wrenching.

This politically charged novel is haunting (and haunted) in 
the best possible way.
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“Tracy Flick, portrayed so unforgettably by Reese Witherspoon in 
the movie, is not only back, she’s still in high school.”

tracy flick can’t win



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

THE RAVAGED
Reedus, Norman with Frank Bill
Blackstone (292 pp.) 
$26.09  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-09-416680-3  

This debut novel from Walking Dead 
actor Reedus follows three thematically 
connected yet narratively unrelated peo-
ple as they journey to find themselves.

Hunter, a heavily tatted Iraq War vet 
and self-proclaimed gearhead, attacks 
his boss at the bike shop after catch-

ing him kicking a dog. “Hunter was old school,” the narrator 
says, rough-hewn but with strong moral fiber and a heart of 
gold. After learning his father died in a “mysterious house fire” 
in California, Hunter hops on his Buell S1 motorcycle along-
side his buddies Nugget and Itch for a cross-country haul to 
execute the will. Meanwhile, a wealthy 65-year-old executive 
named Jackis mugged while traveling aimlessly through South 
America, neither the first nor the last of his hardships. Jack 
abandoned his cushy, bloodless office lifestyle after his dying 
mother told him to “run and never look back,” words he con-
tinuously labors to unpack. Finally, Anne, an abused teenage 
girl in Tennessee, steals her father’s savings and .38 revolver 
and runs away from home, clobbering her brother upside the 
head with a cast-iron skillet when he tries to stop her. She con-
nects with her friend Trot, and they join a community of train-
hoppers. Co-written by Bill, the story reads like a pastiche 
of Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance 
and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, the latter of which is name-
dropped as “great” by multiple characters. Though occasion-
ally hitting some beautiful imagery of the American heartland, 
Reedus falls victim to implausible dialogue—“Fabiola, you are 
reading me like a stock report,” Jack says—and overcooked 
language: “flesh the color of a high-dollar medium-roast cof-
fee bean.” Frequently wordy summaries do little to develop 
the thinly sketched characters; we know nearly as much about 
them on Page 25 as on Page 250.

A curious fetishization of outsiders, outlaws, and the 
down-and-out.

NIGHTWORK
Roberts, Nora
St. Martin’s Press (448 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-2502-7819-7  

A lifelong thief needs to pull off 
one last job—while getting revenge and 
keeping the woman he loves safe.

When Harry Booth was only 9 years 
old, he became a thief. With a cancer-
stricken mother and bills piling up, it 

was his only option. But as he gets older and keeps breaking 
into homes—what he calls his “nightwork”—he realizes he 

possesses an unusual skill for it. Harry can pick any lock, slip 
into any home, and navigate even the highest tech security 
system. The nature of his work makes it hard for him to settle 
down anywhere, so after his mother’s death, he travels around 
the country, never staying in one city long enough to become 
suspicious. In New Orleans, though, he makes connections 
and finds a familylike bond with fellow thief Sebastien. But 
when he joins Sebastien on a job for a dangerous client named 
Carter LaPorte, Harry’s life changes forever. Harry moves on 
and tries to start a low-key life as a college student in Cha-
pel Hill, where he falls for an aspiring writer named Miranda 
Emerson. But LaPorte isn’t ready to let go of Harry, and he uses 
threats to Harry’s aunt—and Miranda—to force Harry into 
working for him again. Harry abandons Miranda and spends 
years on the run. That is, until he finally gets the chance to 
take LaPorte down—with Miranda’s help. Roberts takes her 
time setting up Harry’s character and his motivations, making 
it easy for the reader to sympathize with a thief who has a code 
of honor and a deep love for his family. But since the first half 
of the book is largely an exploration of Harry’s character, the 
story drags a bit. Once Harry and Miranda’s love story starts 
in earnest and LaPorte reappears, the plot picks up. The sto-
ry’s strength, however, lies less in the thrill of Harry’s break-
ins and more in the complexities of his touching relationships 
with his mother, his quirky phone-psychic aunt, Sebastien, 
and Miranda.

A thoughtful exploration of one thief ’s motivations 
and relationships, featuring a healthy dose of romance and 
suspense.

KINGDOM OF BONES
Rollins, James
Morrow/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$23.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-06-289298-0  

A plague threatens to burst from the 
Congolese jungle and infect the world in 
the latest bloodcurdling adventure in the 
Sigma Force series.

“Stay away. Dear God, don’t come 
out here”: That’s the warning ignored by 

Sigma Force’s Tucker Wayne and his faithful soldier dog, Kane. 
Near Kisangani, “the literal heart of Africa,” a fearful contagion 
runs amok. Scientists and locals suffer attacks from crazed 
ants, bats, and myriad other jungle fauna. Some of the popu-
lace becomes nearly catatonic—what’s going on? The answer 
appears to be viruses, those half-living creatures said to out-
number all the stars in the universe. An infected moth lands on 
skin with bloodcurdling effect. Baboons go crazy and tear peo-
ple apart. Ants develop spikes, as though their mandibles aren’t 
enough for ripping into flesh. The normally cranky hippos are 
even crankier. And “the deeper we go, the worse it will get.” The 
evil mining CEO Nolan De Coster loves all of this—he wants a 
massive pandemic in which he can become the savior, but he’s 
not all the good guys have to worry about. Even the flora fight 
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them. They encounter intelligent fungi and angry trees as they 
get closer and closer to Mfupa Ufalme, the accursed Kingdom 
of Bones. Thriller readers love ticking clocks, and this yarn has 
several, like the timer on the mother of all bombs that is going 
to explode any minute now. The story is a well-mixed blend 
of action, science, and occasionally over-the-top imagination. 
That bats are “furry sacks of viruses” is an easy sell—judgmental 
trees, not so much. Readers will like the characters, especially 
the brave Kane and Benjamin Frey, the biologist with an eidetic 
memory and mild Asperger’s. This excursion into the depths 
of Africa is more enjoyable than Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, 
although it gets a little gross in spots.

This one’s fast-moving fun.

CRAZY TO LEAVE YOU
Rothstein, Marilyn Simon
Lake Union Publishing (301 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-5420-3448-7  

A 41-year-old woman is spurred by 
romantic crisis to confront her relation-
ships to food, body, and identity.

Career-driven Manhattanite Lauren 
Leo has drifted from one diet to another 
for as long as she can remember—sub-

sisting, as of late, mainly on egg whites, steamed broccoli, and 
self-hatred. The daughter of a rigid, perennially size-4 mother 
who thinks “mayonnaise [is] the work of the devil,” Lauren 
grew up pressured to skip dessert; jealous of her naturally thin 
younger sister, Stephanie; and subject to relentless physical cri-
tique from her mother. By her long-awaited wedding to summer 
camp sweetheart Eric, Lauren has finally dieted herself down to 
size 12, and when he leaves her at the altar, she’s horrified that 
all her careful work has been upended. As she attempts to pick 
up the pieces of her life and throw herself back into her work at 
an advertising agency, Lauren returns to food with gusto, almost 
as though it’s a forbidden lover: surreptitiously chowing down 
greasy cheeseburgers in her wedding dress after being dumped; 
buying a dozen doughnuts for “the office” and polishing them 
off in her car. Things get complicated when her estranged older 
sister, Margo—a small-time actress with her own weight prob-
lems—shows up unannounced to stay at Lauren’s apartment, 
bringing up long-buried family problems. Meanwhile, she 
grows unexpectedly close with Rudy, a chatty driver assigned to 
her by the ad agency. As Lauren muddles through her changed 
life circumstances, she confronts the way food has affected 
everything from her career trajectory to family aspirations—
and, when crisis strikes those closest to her, how to put her 
problems into perspective. This novel is a self-deprecatingly 
funny take on the standard career-woman–searching-for-love 
narrative—Lauren’s relationship with food is alternately comi-
cal and darkly affecting, lending the plot depth and dimension 
(which, in certain areas, could be pushed further). Rothstein’s 
characters sometimes slot into familiar molds, but they’re con-
sistently lively and fun to read about. Lauren is a highly relatable 

protagonist, particularly for anyone who has looked in the mir-
ror and wondered, as she does, “Tell me, please: does this body 
make me look fat?”

A fun, well-paced jaunt.

THE SHORE
Runde, Katie
Scribner (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-982180-17-1  

A summer at the shore turns real for 
a family experiencing loss and love at the 
same time.

Margot and Brian Dunne, who’ve 
been married forever and are the parents 
of teenagers Liz and Evy, run a chain of 

rental houses in Seaside, on the Jersey shore. Former teachers, 
the couple worked their way up from modest circumstances and 
lead a life many would consider ideal. Brian’s tortuous descent 
into anger and oblivion—the agonizing results of a growing 
brain tumor—marks the course of an emotionally tumultuous 
summer for the family. Margot shoulders the burden of operat-
ing the family business with help from Liz and Evy, who are also 
continuing their own work: passing from adolescence to adult-
hood (with the attendant insecurity and heartache that process 
brings). While maintaining a united front to the outside world, 
the three women deal with familial misunderstandings and 
secrets, all now freighted with added urgency in light of Brian’s 
decline. Margot shares her fears and plans on an online forum, 
unaware that her internet-savvy girls are, maybe, one step ahead 
of her there. Liz and Evy don’t know what they don’t know 
about their parents’ relationship over the years despite inter-
net and household sleuthing. Runde’s sympathetic portrait of 
a family in crisis is not without humor and insight: The brigade 
of well-meaning friends and neighbors who support the family 
with a never-ending supply of IDCs (Inevitable Death Cas-
seroles) is just one finely drawn target here. An epigraph from 
Springsteen’s “Born to Run” places Runde’s account of aban-
donment, loneliness, and recovery firmly on the Jersey shore 
and among its yearning populace.

Runde’s family story is sweet, sad, and surprising.

HOLDING HER BREATH
Ryan, Eimear
Mariner Books (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-06-323608-0  

An Irish college student grapples 
with the aftermath of a breakdown and 
her poet grandfather’s legacy.

Because the literary world can’t resist 
comparisons, Irish writer Ryan’s debut 
coming-of-age novel will inevitably be 
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“Runde’s family story is sweet, sad, and surprising.”
the shore
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compared to the work of Sally Rooney. But there’s no need to 
bring Rooney into the discussion. This is an assured, absorbing 
first novel that follows a young woman as she begins the delicate 
work of finding out who she is and where she stands in relation 
to her history. Beth Crowe is juggling the demands of college 
and family, making new friends, and struggling to cope with two 
legacies: her own lost potential as an athlete and her Irish poet 
grandfather’s suicide by drowning, which happened before she 
was born. A competitive swimmer, Beth is recovering from a 
breakdown that most likely ended her Olympic dreams. She’s 
swimming again, learning that the discipline and repetition of 
an athlete’s routine are hard to shake (as are her father’s expec-
tations). She has left the home she shares with her mother and 
grandmother and moved into a dorm, and her presence on the 
college campus has the literature department reeling. Everyone 
wants answers about her grandfather and his work. She begins a 
flirtation with Justin, an older instructor who would love access 
to her grandfather’s archives (her grandmother refuses all such 
requests). They embark on an affair, and as Beth develops her 
own reasons for keeping secrets about and from Justin, she dis-
covers surprising new revelations about her grandparents and 
her own capacity for acceptance. Throughout the novel, water 
plays an important role as both balm and torment, a way for 
Beth to test and soothe herself, a way for her troubled grand-
father to escape. But Ryan never goes too far with metaphor: 
This is a crisply written, empathetic novel. Ryan offers a real-
istic, perceptive view of the early college years, reflecting how 
difficult but liberating the first steps to adulthood can be.

An absorbing, nuanced coming-of-age novel.

COMPANION PIECE 
Smith, Ali
Pantheon (240 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-31637-5  

An artist in England copes with old 
and new strangers in a time of plague in 
this touching entertainment.

Painter Sandy Gray is at home in 
England in 2021 imagining Cerberus talk-
ing to a British policeman when she gets 

a call from someone she barely knew at college some 30 years 
earlier. Martina Pelf, who remembers Sandy as being good at 
explaining things, tells her about getting stopped at border con-
trol on her return from a trip to collect a 16th-century lock for 
the museum where she works. While being held in an interview 
room, Martina hears a disembodied voice ask a strange sort-
of question: “curlew or curfew.” This is Smith’s pandemic land, 
where myth and reality converse, where lockdown might evoke 
medieval artisanry, and where wordplay is more than playful. 
The Scottish author’s 12th novel displays once again her inge-
nuity in pulling together disparate narrative strands. The main 
one concerns the fallout from the unexpected phone call, which 
sends Sandy, who narrates the novel, back to a moment at uni-
versity when she explained an e.e. cummings poem for Martina 

and forward to a point when, in one long hilarious scene, the 
Pelf family invades Sandy’s home, breaking all the pandemic 
rules. She recalls the story of an aunt’s illness in the 1930s and 
often thinks of her father, who is currently in the hospital with 
an ailment that won’t be revealed until the penultimate page. 
The curlew and the curfew will resurface when a homeless teen-
ager breaks into Sandy’s house and then, in a 40-page fable, is 
pre-incarnated as a gifted teen blacksmith, perhaps the artisan 
behind the aforementioned lock. With art and humor, Ali is the 
smith who forges links for her idiosyncratic narrative, one of 
which is the value of acts of kindness amid distress.

A truly marvelous tale of pandemic and puns and 
endurance.

TEENAGER
Smith, Bud
Vintage (416 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-31522-4  

Two New Jersey teens go on the run 
across America in this debut novel.

Kody Rawlee Green loves Tella “Teal” 
Carticelli. Unfortunately, he’s in juvenile 
detention and she’s about to get on a 
plane to Rome in her parents’ last-ditch 

attempt to split them apart. When Kody finds out, he breaks 
out of juvie, rushes to her home, and whisks her away—after 
shooting her parents—to a new life on the run. With the police 
and Teal’s brother, Neil, on their heels, the two take a whirlwind 
journey through a mythic America, from Graceland to the wilds 
of Montana to the beaches of Los Angeles. It’s only a matter 
of time until the world catches up to them, but until that hap-
pens, they’re the Bonnie and Clyde of the 21st century. Smith 
has mixed violence with fable to create this modern-day tall 
tale about two teens who love each other and say to hell with 
everything else. Each small chapter is akin to a section from 
The Odyssey or Don Quixote, snapshots that could stand alone but 
merge together to create a greater story. The tale is told from 
the perspective of Kody, an unreliable observer who sees every-
thing as heroically and romantically as possible while Teal vacil-
lates between being aware of the real world around them and 
falling back into Kody’s fantasy. It’s easy for the reader to be 
pulled into Kody’s imagination along with Teal until a surprising 
moment of violence or sudden injury sends you back to real-
ity. The juxtaposition of the teens’ actions versus their thoughts 
(Teal dreams of having a family in jail once they’re caught, chil-
dren and grandchildren raised behind bars) emphasizes their 
youth and disconnection.

A new American folktale with teeth.

“A new American folktale with teeth.”
teenager



LITTLE RABBIT
Songsiridej, Alyssa
Bloomsbury (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-63557-869-0  

A 30-year-old writer begins a fraught 
sexual relationship with a 51-year-old 
choreographer.

The unnamed narrator of Songsiri-
dej’s debut attends a dance performance 
choreographed by a much older man—

also unnamed—whom she meets at a residency. Afterward, at 
dinner, he orders a gin martini, and somehow that does the 
trick. “I knew, right then, that I would sleep with him.” Why? 
It’s unclear. For a dedicated writer, up at 5 a.m. every day to 
write before her administrative job, the narrator has a surpris-
ingly limited vocabulary. In the onslaught of sex scenes and 
seductions that ensue, she fails to summon the specificity that 
might convince a reader of their chemistry. Instead, strange 
word choices (“I…made gutted animal sounds”), frequent cli-
chés (“More, my body called, harder”), and awkward phrasing (“I 
froze as if with fright, but fright mixed with a pulse”) all make 
for a confusing and uncomfortable read. In the merciful inter-
missions between the sex scenes, the narrator ruminates—with 
equal vagueness—on her sexual submissiveness with an older, 
wealthier man and her loosening ties with the queer commu-
nity. Her relationship with her roommate and supposed friend, 
Annie, is deteriorating, though given how jealous, controlling, 
and astonishingly naïve Annie is (“You stayed at his apart-
ment,” she says to the narrator. “A stranger?”), one can’t help but 
think their relationship is better off dead. “I knew what Annie 
wanted,” the narrator thinks, “a narrative, a pattern of elegantly 
spaced beats between ‘bad’ and ‘good’ to vindicate both my atti-
tude then and how I felt about the choreographer now.” As it 
happens, the reader might want some of these things, too, and 
in the end, this novel fails to deliver them.

An exploration of sexual dynamics that is too vague to illu-
minate or provoke.

A SECRET ABOUT A SECRET
Spiegelman, Peter
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-307-96129-7  

A strong-willed, highly seductive 
female virologist is found dead at a bio-
tech firm’s isolated research center in an 
unnamed place suggestive of Scandina-
via. Myles, an investigator with a shad-
owy government agency, is on the case.

The biotech company’s headquarters are in Ondstrand 
House, a one-time boarding school with a sordid past. The dead 
woman is Allegra Stans, who during her seven years with the 
firm seems to have slept with everyone on campus, men and 

women, before someone broke her neck. Myles—just Myles, 
don’t call him “Agent Myles”—has a smorgasbord of possible 
suspects to interview, most of them hiding something. As he 
learns more and more about Allegra’s frequently brief sexual 
adventures and why some people might have it in for her, he 
slowly uncovers a conspiracy involving synthetic neurotoxins 
(they have the properties of cobra snake venom) and “adeno-
associated viruses.” Allegra seems to have discovered some-
thing she wasn’t supposed to, but what? A stand-alone from the 
author of Thick as Thieves (2011) and the John March series, the 
novel is an admirable attempt at melding Agatha Christie and 
Raymond Chandler, with hints of Nordic noir. But Myles, who 
narrates, is pretty much a blank slate, a clinical sort with a touch 
of sarcasm to lighten things but no personal history to speak 
of aside from the death two years ago of his girlfriend. He has 
an odd (some might say creepy) fixation on women’s looks and 
smells, picking up “notes of pear and freesia” from one woman’s 
perfume, admiring another woman’s teeth that were “bright 
and even in a generous mouth,” and taking notice of a woman’s 

“tight chestnut curls...thick, springy, and anarchic.” And there is 
nothing to suggest any physical presence on his part, so when he 
suddenly makes like Jack Reacher in a fight scene, you wonder 
where that came from. 

A smart, atmospheric novel with a hole at its core.

GHOST LOVER
Taddeo, Lisa
Avid Reader Press (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-982122-18-8  

Nine stories take us into the world of 
people cooler and more attractive than 
we are.

Trendy bars, awards shows, politi-
cal fundraisers, the right type of butter  
(Kerrygold), wedding table centerpiece 

(wildflowers in McCann’s oatmeal tins), even the better side 
of the street (“the fine side of Bleecker, with the awnings and 
dachshunds”)—all the aspirational pleasures you could ever 
want are on offer in Taddeo’s first story collection following her 
big nonfiction debut (Three Women, 2019) and a novel (Animal, 
2021). People magazine may offer pictures of movie stars, but 
here we actually get to experience sex with one. In “Beautiful 
People,” a downtrodden prop master on a big movie set ends up, 
to her amazement, with the hottest man alive in her apartment, 
where he makes her veal osso buco and takes her to bed. “The 
first five hundred times it went in, it felt like the first time. There 
was no drug on earth, Jane knew, no man on earth, like this.” 
The dominant focus of the stories, however, is less relation-
ships between men and women than the triangulation (or even 
quadrilateralization) of women around men. “American Girl” is 
about three women eyeing each other around the hot young 
senatorial candidate they all adore; “Maid Marian” is about the 
jealousy of an ex for her older lover’s wife. That former story 
contains a sentence that seems to crystallize the mood: “Noni 
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was holding court with a few lesser-thans, in a corner with some 
Fernet and twinge.” Always the women are comparing bodies: 

“Fern was skinnier than Liv, but Liv was blond and tall and her 
breasts were enormous and thrillingly spaced.” “Back then, I 
think I had the better body. My butt and legs were more excit-
ing.” This aggressively shallow approach is no accident—look 
what’s coming: “We would turn twenty-four and twenty-six and 
thirty. We would be leaving an acquaintance’s funeral—heroin, 
Cape Cod—and the dead boy’s father would turn to look at us, 
our rears. We’ve still got it, Sara would say. I laughed out loud, 
because I’d been thinking the very same thing.”

Like the Venetian candies in the last story, these intense 
little gems evaporate “like racy air.”

REMARKABLY BRIGHT 
CREATURES
Van Pelt, Shelby
Ecco/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-06-320415-7  

A lonely woman discovers that some-
times humans don’t have all the answers.

Tova Sullivan’s best friend is an octo-
pus. A giant Pacific octopus named Mar-
cellus, to be precise, and he is that—the 

novel opens with the first of several short chapters narrated in 
the first person (unlike the rest of the book) by the octopus him-
self, who can, as he points out, do many things we don’t know 
he can do. What he can’t do is escape from captivity in a small 
public aquarium in the fictional town of Sowell Bay, near Puget 
Sound. Tova, too, has lived in the town for most of her life, in a 
house built by her father. At age 70, she’s stoic but lives with lay-
ers of grief. Her estranged brother has just died, with no recon-
ciliation between them, and her beloved husband died a couple 
of years before from cancer. But the unsealable wound is the dis-
appearance 30 years ago of her only child. Erik was an 18-year-
old golden boy when he vanished, and the police, although they 
found no body, believe he killed himself. Tova does not. She fills 
her days with visits with her longtime friends, a group of gently 
eccentric women who call themselves the Knit-Wits, and fills 
her nights cleaning at the aquarium. There, she prides herself 
on keeping the glass and concrete scrupulously clean while 
chatting with the inhabitants, although she saves her deep con-
versations for Marcellus. Lately she’s been concerned about 
the way he’s been escaping from his tank and cruising through 
the other enclosures for live snacks—and sometimes visiting 
nearby rooms, which risks his life. Tova is too preoccupied to 
pay attention to the sweet but awkward flirting of Ethan, the 
Scotsman who runs the grocery store, but she does get drawn 
into the complicated life of a young man named Cameron who 
wanders into Sowell Bay. Although Tova and other characters 
are dealing with serious problems like loss, grief, and aging, Van 
Pelt maintains a light and often warmly humorous tone. Tova’s 
quest to figure out what happened to Erik weaves her back into 
other people’s lives—and occasionally into someone’s tentacles.

A debut novel about a woman who befriends an octopus is 
a charming, warmhearted read.

THE IMMORTAL KING RAO
Vara, Vauhini
Norton (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-393-54175-5  

A debut novel rewrites the history of 
big tech into a mythic immigrant story of 
dystopian proportions.

King Rao is an Indian immigrant of 
Dalit origins who comes to the U.S. in 
the 1970s on a graduate school fellowship 

and finds success in the Seattle-area tech scene. His story could 
be common enough, but in Vara’s boldly reimagined history, 
he’s made to embody all such immigrant dreamers, inventing 
a computer, software, and social network that ultimately domi-
nate the world with an algorithm-run Shareholder Government. 
Rao and Margaret, his Irish American wife and design partner, 
become the most successful businesspeople of the last two cen-
turies until an attempt to introduce artificial intelligence into 
human brains goes awry. The novel is narrated from prison by 
Rao’s estranged daughter, Athena, who provides details about 
her father’s origins in India and her own experiences with the 
resistance, known as the Exes (as in Ex-Shareholders). Vara’s 
strengths are in her clever wordplay and trenchant observations 
of an algorithm-led dystopia made up of a highly stratified and 
inequitable population: tech IP holders, good-looking influenc-
ers, and a global worker/servant class. Gwyneth Paltrow and 
Goop even make an appearance. Some of Vara’s minor charac-
ters are less well drawn, though, and the line between satire and 
stereotype at times grows thin. For example, the sole Vietnam-
ese character is described as having “a subservient expression, 
this man of at least thirty years, as if he expected the young 
white cop to pat him on the head”; a female Chinese singer is 
hypersexualized for a convenient plot point; and there are few 
women tech entrepreneurs apart from Margaret. However, as 
Athena and fellow Exes race to awaken Shareholders to the dan-
gers of ignoring the phenomenon known as Hothouse Earth, 
the reader may realize that the existential threat is not quite as 
science fictional as it may at first seem.

Even for tech geniuses, climate change may soon be 
beyond any algorithm’s ability to repair.
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LOCAL GONE MISSING
Barton, Fiona
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-98480-304-7  

The disappearance of a well-liked 
pensioner places all the other problems 
of the aspiring resort town of Ebbing in 
an unsettling new context.

Charlie Perry, whose ex-model wife, 
Pauline, talked him into buying the 

money pit Tall Trees, is worried because his expenses have left 
him deeply in debt to Wadham Manor, the posh care home 
where his daughter, Birdie Nightingale, has been housed ever 
since a botched burglary left her boyfriend dead and her blind 
and brain-damaged. Housecleaner Dee Eastwood is grieving 
the loss of her elder brother, Phil Golding, who was found 
dead in a park three weeks ago. Dave Harman, landlord of 
the Neptune pub, is angry that newcomer Pete Diamond is 
sponsoring a music festival that will bring all manner of riff-
raff into the quiet town. DI Elise King, still on sick leave after 
her cancer surgery, wonders when she’ll feel herself again. All 
these troubles get shunted aside when Pauline reports that 
Charlie’s gone missing. By the time Elise finds him dead, she’s 
already accepted retired librarian Ronnie Durrant’s invitation 
to poke around a little. Given what Elise has already discov-
ered, it makes perfect sense for DCI Graham McBride to call 
her back to the Major Crime Team ahead of schedule and to 
appoint her senior investigating officer when DI Hugh Ward, 
the long-term live-in who dumped her, goes on sick leave after 
he’s dumped in turn by his fiancee. Barton presents such an 
embarrassment of riches that the tale has almost run its course 
before the coppers have a chance to sit down with Stuart Ben-
nett, the just-freed burglar who attacked Birdie.

Layers and layers of unlovely revelations about people who 
seemed perfectly nice.

UNDER HER CARE
Berry, Lucinda
Thomas & Mercer (284 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  June 1, 2022
978-1-54203-546-0  

A suspicious death pits two strong, 
determined mothers of children with 
autism against each other.

It’s a sign of the relentlessly sharp 
focus of Berry that although the woman 
bashed to death at Hurricane Creek is 

Annabelle Chapman, the wife of the mayor, the mayor himself 
makes no appearance and doesn’t even get a first name. Instead, 

attention instantly focuses on wealthy, well-connected Gen-
evieve Hill and her son, Mason, who are both found at the 
scene, with Mason, a 14-year-old with the body of an adult and 
the mind of a 4-year-old, bending over the body. Planning to 
appoint a guardian ad litem for Mason, Detective Layne calls 
on pediatric psychologist Casey Walker, a specialist in autism 
whose daughter, Harper, is on the spectrum. By the time that 
plan falls through, single mother Casey has developed a fasci-
nation bordering on obsession with Genevieve, a former Miss 
Alabama whose stockbroker husband, John, died six years ago. 
Despite, or maybe because of, Genevieve’s well-documented 
devotion to her son, Casey becomes convinced that some-
thing is off about her and the relationship, and she presses to 
find out more by talking with Savannah Hill, a first-year stu-
dent at Ole Miss who has plenty to say about her mother, and 
examining the unexpectedly revealing records of the intelli-
gence tests Mason has taken over the years. As Casey and Gen-
evieve circle each other with mounting hostility, it becomes 
more and more obvious what really happened to Annabelle 
Chapman; the only secret that remains hidden is the motive, 
and it’s a humdinger.

Perfect for suspense fans who’d normally tune out the 
minor characters the author has preemptively scratched.

BAYOU BOOK THIEF
Byron, Ellen
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-59343-761-2  

A New Orleans newbie finds charm 
and murder in the Big Easy.

Like most cozy heroines, Miracle 
“Ricki” Fleur de Lis James-Diaz left a 
good job in the big city (Los Angeles) 
under a cloud (her boss’s involvement 
in a Ponzi scheme). But unlike most of 

the others, she licks her wounds not in some sleepy backwa-
ter but in hustling-and-bustling New Orleans. After renting a 
shotgun cottage from Kitty Kat Rousseau—who despite her 
name is not a madam but a synchronized parade dancer—she 
snags a job at the Bon Vee Culinary House Museum, one of 
the Garden District’s premier tourist attractions. Bon Vee is 
run by Eugenia Charbonnet Felice, last in a long line of ele-
gant but fun-loving Charbonnets. It was Eugenia’s grandma 
Genevieve who turned the old plantation into a historical site. 
Madame Noisette, a volunteer docent at the Bon Vee who was 
Genevieve’s friend, regales the staff with tales of champagne-
filled parties that lasted until dawn. Executive director Lyla 
Brandt is impressed, but director of educational programming 
Cookie Yanover is too busy ogling Eugenia’s nephew Theo to 
care. If only the Bon Vee crew paid as much attention to tour 
guide Franklin Finbloch, they might have caught on earlier to 
his pilfering of Bon Vee artifacts. When they do notice, he’s 
fired only to show up days later in a trunk together with a 
giant collection of books. Ricki is eager to keep all the folks 
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she hopes will become her new New Orleans “family” off the 
list of police suspects. Her sleuthing places her in all-too-fore-
seeable peril.

Standard cozy fare served up Crescent City style.

THE HANGING TREE
Doherty, Paul
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-78029-139-0  

In 1382 London, multiple murders 
surrounding a theft from the king’s trea-
sury provide a dangerous puzzle for a 
coroner and a monk to solve.

Brother Athelstan, parish priest of 
St. Erconwald, and Sir John Cranston, 

Lord High Coroner of London, have partnered to solve many a 
murky mystery, but few have been as troublesome as the theft 
of the money meant to pay a royal debt to Italian bankers and 
the murders surrounding it. Exchequer of Coin Henry Beau-
mont, who’s tasked with removing funds from the impregnable 
Flambard’s Tower, arrives there to find all his underlings dead 
and the treasure gone. When Master Thibault, Keeper of the 
King’s Secrets, calls upon the sleuthing pair to discover how 
the murders were committed and the coin stolen, they proceed 
to examine the tower and the bodies. They also look into the 
murders of the hangmen of London in search of possible con-
nections. Athelstan finds more and more people dead, even one 
in his own parish church. The Italian bankers, who are naturally 
suspect, blame the Carbonari, a society of thieves, but after 
examining every avenue, Athelstan is sure this must have been 
an inside job. The little monk travels the squalid, dangerous 
streets looking for clues and finds the answer even more hor-
rifying than he could imagine.

Hair-raising descriptions of life in the Middle Ages 
enhance a challenging puzzle.

THE GIRL THEY ALL FORGOT
Edwards, Martin
Poisoned Pen (352 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-46421-552-0  

After an unprecedented gap of seven 
years, the prolific Edwards returns to 
the Lake District, where another cold 
case awaits DCI Hannah Scarlett and 
her squad, last seen in The Dungeon House 
(2015).

When Bowness barmaid Ramona Smith vanished 21 years 
ago, her ex-lover Gerry Lace was arrested for her murder. Nei-
ther the not-guilty verdict in his trial nor his subsequent suicide 
brought closure to anyone but himself. Now that Gerry’s son, 
Darren, has walked into Morecambe Bay and drowned himself 

on the 20th anniversary of his father’s death at the same spot, 
Hannah’s new boss, Police and Crime Commissioner Kit 
Gleadall, offers Hannah two new appointments to her Cold 
Case Review Team if she’ll look again into Ramona’s disap-
pearance and speak with Darren’s outraged ex-girlfriend, car 
mechanic Jade Hughes. In the meantime, estate agent Kingsley 
Melton, who watched Darren drown himself without making 
any attempt to rescue him, is having even more troubles than his 
questioning by the gimlet-eyed authorities. Tory Reece-Taylor, 
the trophy widow he sold a residence in Strandbeck Manor, has 
thrown him over for Logan Prentice, an IT consultant/pianist/
actor Kingsley’s convinced has already murdered nursing home 
resident Ivy Podmore under the impression that she’d changed 
her will in his favor—and he’s convinced Prentice has equally 
greedy designs on Tory. There’s much more intrigue, down to 
the star-struck fan whom lawyer Louise Kind has lined up for 
her brother Daniel, who’s Hannah’s ex-lover, and Edwards jug-
gles all the subplots with a master’s hand and even produces a 
pair of utterly surprising candidates for the title role.

Welcome back, Cold Case Review Team. Please don’t wait 
seven years for the next update.

GUILTY CREATURES 
A Menagerie of 
Mysteries
Ed. by Edwards, Martin
Poisoned Pen (320 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-46421-584-1  

Fourteen more-or-less golden-age 
mystery stories, originally published 
between 1918 and 1967, featuring animals 
in a wide range of roles.

The title is something of a misnomer, since most of the 
nonhuman creatures turn out to be quite innocent. The title 
character in Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Adventure of the 
Lion’s Mane,” the only story Sherlock Holmes narrates himself, 
is certainly guilty, and the jackdaw in Mary Fitt’s “The Man 
Who Shot Birds” will have some awkward questions to answer. 
But the monkey man in Headon Hill’s “The Sapient Monkey,” 
the retriever in G.K. Chesterton’s masterly “The Oracle of the 
Dog,” the apparently thieving fly in Vincent Cornier’s “The 
Courtyard of the Fly,” the slugs in H.C. Bailey’s old-fashioned 
yet strikingly contemporary “The Yellow Slugs,” and the cat 
in Clifford Witting’s admirably concise one-off “Hanging by 
a Hair” offer clues or red herrings instead of violence. The 
snakes in Garnett Radcliffe’s “Pit of Screams” and the dogs in 
Penelope Wallace’s “The Man Who Loved Animals” are col-
lateral agents, not true malefactors. The racehorse threatened 
with doping in Arthur Morrison’s “The Case of Janissary”; 
the lowly worms in Edgar Wallace’s “The Man Who Hated 
Earthworms,” featuring more summary justice administered 
by the “four just men”; and the vanished baby gorilla in Jose-
phine Bell’s “Death in a Cage” are all victims, not perpetra-
tors. In a fitting sendoff to the volume, the title characters in 
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Christianna Brand’s miraculously compressed “The Hornet’s 
Nest,” which poses multiple solutions to the wedding-day poi-
soning of a poisonous bridegroom, remain a decorously off-
stage metaphor.

An unusually rewarding anthology whose most dangerous 
species remain Homo sapiens.

PERIL AT PENNINGTON 
MANOR
Gardner, Tracy
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64385-906-4  

Just as her life’s getting back to nor-
mal, a New York antiques appraiser faces 
a life-or-death situation.

Avery Ayers and her sister, Tilly, 
overcame the supposed deaths of 

their parents with the help of their wealthy Aunt Midge 
and enigmatic police detective Art Smith in Ruby Red Her-
ring (2021). Although their mother really did die, their father 
is slowly recovering from his loss and his ordeal hiding out 
until the crime that led to her death was solved. Avery gets 
a job appraising a mansion full of antiques belonging to Aunt 
Midge’s friend Nick Pennington, duke of the little European 
kingdom of Valle Charme. Arriving at his Hudson River man-
sion, she soon learns that a valuable watch has vanished and 
notices tension among the assembled family members. Avery’s 
stress level goes up when Tilly, who’s studying voice in London, 
phones to say that she’s coming home. On her arrival, Tilly is 
extremely prickly and unwilling to talk. When Avery returns 
to the manor, the housekeeper, Suzanne, falls or is pushed off 
the roof just as Midge and Tilly arrive on the scene. Avery’s 
team discovers more valuable items missing and replaced by 
cheap imitations. Art, worried about Avery’s safety, pretends 
to be her assistant while working with the police in charge 
of the case. The family finally learns that the overwhelmed 
Tilly, who’s interested only in the vocal aspect of her school-
ing, was suspended for buying a term paper. Another murder, 
secret passages, unhappy staff, and Pennington sons with 
secrets bring Avery and Art face to face with danger as they 
seek answers.

Plenty of action, antiques lore, and developing romance 
add up to a fascinating page-turner.

DEATH BY BEACH READ
Gates, Eva
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64385-910-1  

An engaged North Carolina cou-
ple restore an old house reputed to be 
haunted.

Librarian Lucy Richardson and her 
fiance, Nags Head mayor Connor McNeil, 
have purchased the house of their dreams. 

The historic beach cottage needs a lot of work, but handy Connor 
and his father, Fred, a retired carpenter, have fixed it up enough 
to move in. All is going swimmingly until Lucy and Charles, 
the library cat who lives with her, start hearing strange noises 
while Connor’s out of town. The house was originally built by 
an old Outer Banks family whose fortunes have fallen. Fisher-
man Ralph Harper hasn’t lived there for many years; his sister, 
Joanna, scared out of the house as a teen, has never set foot in 
it again. As the noises continue, Connor shows Lucy a set of 
drop-down stairs in the pantry leading to the unfinished attic, a 
space containing some seemingly worthless Harper family junk 
and footprints in the dust. Despite changing all the locks, the 
couple finds a man dead in their kitchen, strangled with Charles’ 
leash. He’s identified as Ralph’s twin, Jimmy Harper, a low-level 
criminal who’s been out of sight for years. A concealed panel in 
the pantry floor explains how he got in, but what was he look-
ing for? Tales of a hidden treasure drive Lucy, who has plenty 
of experience in solving murders, to look to the past to solve 
Jimmy’s death.

Fans of mystery and romance will enjoy Lucy, her quirky 
friends, and plenty of red herrings.

A FATAL BOOKING
Gilbert, Victoria
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64385-914-9  

Thieves, spies, and book lovers mix 
with startling results at a literary-themed 
bed-and-breakfast.

Charlotte Reed has come to love 
Chapters, the North Carolina B&B she 
inherited from her great-aunt Isabella, 

who was a thrower of star-studded parties and retired spy. After 
a cancellation, she considers herself lucky to land a book-club 
group hosted by her old teaching friend Lora Kane, who’s 
planning the events herself. But it doesn’t take long for Char-
lotte to notice discord among the guests. Jewelry store owner 
Stacy Wilkin, who’s not staying at Chapters because she lives 
in nearby New Bern, has managed to antagonize several mem-
bers of the group and even a local charter boat captain. Oddly, 
Arnold Dean, one of the guests, attended some of Isabella’s 
parties in his youth and was also a college friend of Charlotte’s 
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peril at pennington manor
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next-door neighbor Ellen Montgomery, Isabella’s handler and 
trustee of her estate. Tensions escalate at the Mad Hatter–
themed tea party, and soon afterward Charlotte finds Stacy 
dead in the garden—from cyanide poisoning, Ellen assures her. 
Charlotte, who’s had some unfortunate brushes with sudden 
death, is more than ready to assist the police. When her roman-
tic interest, Gavin Howard, a spy who’s interested in seeking 
safer employment, arrives in town, they find that past doings 
may offer a clue to present danger.

Plenty of suspects, local color, and burgeoning romance 
add up to a charming cozy.

THE BLUE DIAMOND
Goldberg, Leonard
Minotaur (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-25078-959-4  

The year 1917 finds Joanna Holmes 
Watson in a battle of wits with thieves 
who’ve pinched the world’s second-big-
gest diamond and something even more 
valuable.

It’s bad enough that someone’s 
sneaked into the South African governor general’s suite at the 
Windsor Hotel and made off with a blue diamond of historic 
dimensions. What’s much worse is that the robbers, who seem 
to specialize in looting London penthouses, have also absconded 
with a military document that could decisively affect the course 
of the Great War. Inspector Lestrade, son of the inspector con-
stantly one-upped by Sherlock Holmes a generation ago, brings 
Sir Charles Bradberry, the Scotland Yard commissioner himself, 
to Holmes’ daughter, Joanna, who’s married to Dr. John Watson 
Jr., to entreat her to take the case. Joanna quickly determines 
who the culprits were and how they gained access to the gov-
ernor general’s rooms, but the thieves have already vanished, 
leaving Joanna, working with the Yard and Maj. Eric Von Ruden, 
the governor general’s security chief, to figure out where they’ve 
gone and how to recover the jewel and neutralize the loss of the 
stolen document. Soon enough the problem is deepened, for 
the thieves make the first of several murderous attacks on the 
Watsons, and it’s clear that their efforts to end their pursuit by 
the woman universally recognized as England’s greatest detec-
tive will only escalate. As usual in this series, the crime, though 
large-scale and historically urgent, is routine and the head con-
spirator, obvious. What shines, now as ever, are the razor-sharp 
observations of Sherlock Holmes’ daughter and the shrewdly 
logical inferences she draws from them time and again.

Detection triumphs over crime in every possible way.

ROCK OF AGES
Hallinan, Timothy
Soho Crime (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64129-218-4  

Junior Bender, who “steal[s] from the 
rich and sell[s] to the richer,” falls into 
a rabbit hole full of aging rock-and-roll 
bands.

Irwin Dressler is unhappy. Rock of 
Ages, the ancient foursome to whom he 

loaned $250,000 to finance a nostalgia tour, hasn’t returned a 
penny, and there are rumors that they’ve lost a more substan-
tial amount of money than he ever would’ve expected them to 
take in. Most creditors would have to suffer this mistreatment 
in silence, but since Dressler’s still the preeminent gang leader 
in Los Angeles despite his constant fears that he’ll lose face and 
everything else, he gets Junior to look into the matter for him. 
That’s why Junior’s on hand when drummer Boomboom Black 
ends his performance at Wilshire’s Lafayette Theater with the 
band Rat Bite by getting into a fight with the lead guitarist, who 
conks him with his instrument, and then getting a much more 
consequential conk from a falling stage flat that ends both his 
set and his life. It’s kind of awkward for Junior, who’s not only 
there on what he assumes is unrelated business, but is accompa-
nied by Rina, his teenage daughter, whose mother has entrusted 
her to her ex while she’s out of town. The best parts of this blast 
from the past involve the relations among Rina, Junior as the 
world’s worst babysitter, and Lavender, an aging groupie to 
whom Rina takes a shine. Other characters from the Razor-
ettes, Lionel and the Pussycats, and Rock of Ages dissolve under 
a haze of bright lights that overshadow the forgettable mystery 
and cast readers as semistoned groupies themselves.

The ideal audience for this shaggy trip down Memory 
Lane: die-hard fans who wish rock could go on forever.

DEATH AND HARD CIDER
Hambly, Barbara
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-72785-074-4  

Hambly continues her series of mys-
teries about Benjamin January, a free 
man of color in 1840s New Orleans.

Educated as a physician, Benjamin 
makes a living as a piano player and 
teacher, and he’s in constant danger of 

being taken by slave traders. The miasmic city is abuzz with 
the arrival of former Secretary of State Henry Clay, who’s cam-
paigning for Whig candidate William Henry Harrison against 
the Democrat Martin Van Buren. January and a few fellow 
musicians are playing at big campaign events for both parties. 
Trouble arrives in the form of Marie-Joyeuse Maginot, a beau-
tiful, heartless flirt who has already occasioned several duels. 
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Unfortunately, Clay’s son James is in love with her. So is her 
cousin Damien Aubin, who already has a wife and mistress. Nei-
ther Henry Clay nor Damien’s older brother Melchior approves 
of a romantic connection. When Melchior is called out by the 
worst shot in the parish, January is asked to provide his medical 
services but is sidetracked when Damien’s mistress, Zandrine, 
drinks quinine to abort a baby. Zandrine’s mother, an old friend 
of January’s, is accused of murder when Marie-Joyeuse is shot 
dead, and January soon becomes involved in ugly political fights 
and family discord while attempting to clear her name.

One of Hambly’s best mysteries combines historical detail, 
intense local color, and ugly truths about slavery and politics.

FATAL CONFLICT
Hilton, Matt
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-72785-075-1  

Portland private eye Tess Grey and 
her fiance and sometime partner, Nico-
las Villere, get roped into a hunt for a 
man on the run from some seriously bad 
hombres.

Grease monkey Anthony Vaughan, 
aka Tony One-Eye, fled California for Maine, and the Brogan 
brothers, Bryce and Josh, are hot on his trail. When Josh harshly 
questions Tony’s half brother, Bob Wilson, about Tony’s where-
abouts, the frightened Bob points him toward Peabody, the man 
who owns Charley’s auto shop. Peabody is actually Po’boy, the 
nickname by which Villere’s widely known, though evidently 
not to Bob. Thinking that the owner of a body shop won’t put 
up much resistance, the brothers come down hard on Po and 
Tess, but they’re frightened off by the timely intervention of 
Pinky Leclerc, the ex-con/ex-gangster who’s like a brother to 
them. Now Tess and Po face a dilemma. Should they seek out 
Tony and his pregnant ward, Leah, themselves to warn them 
that the psychotic Bryce and his marginally better-behaved kid 
brother are on their trail, or should they assume that any search 
they undertake will be dogged by the Brogans and their growing 
corps of local minions and lead them straight to their quarry? 
They opt to search, of course, starting with Tony’s mechanic 
friend Gabe Stahl, who, coming face to face with the terrified 
Tony, asks him, “What the hell did you do, buddy?” It’s a great 
question, one that poses the leading mystery of this manhunt, 
though the answer isn’t nearly as inspired.

Violent but routine clashes mark a search whose promised 
fatalities mostly have to wait for the epilogue.

THE PROOF IS IN THE POISON
Kelly, Diane
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-59333-324-2  

A moonshiner’s business is almost 
derailed by a train-centric murder.

Although Hattie Hayes comes from 
a long line of moonshiners, her business 
in Chattanooga, Tennessee, is strictly 
legal, and now that she’s overcome being 
arrested for murder in The Moonshine 

Shack Murder (2021), life with her grandfather, her cat, and 
her boyfriend, mounted police officer Marlon Landers, seems 
to be on the right track. Reassured, Hattie heads off with her 
grandpa to a model railroad convention where she’s hosting a 
moonshine mixer in hopes of selling plenty of her multiflavored 
brews. It isn’t long before she notices tension between some of 
the exhibitors and even the judges as the fiercely competitive 
train mavens do everything to win the divisions they’ve entered. 
The backbiting comes to a screeching halt when obnoxious Bert 
Gebhardt dies, apparently poisoned by some of Hattie’s black-
berry moonshine. Detective Ace Pearce, who delivers the news 
that Burt died from methanol poisoning, wonders whether 
Hattie made a mistake in processing and forces her to close 
her store. Although Marlon warns her to let the police handle 
the case, Hattie, fearing that her business is at stake, returns to 
the convention to snoop around among the other contestants, 
looking for clues that will prove that her moonshine is innocent 
and someone else is a deliberate poisoner.

A middling mystery with slowly developing characters for 
whom this agreeable sophomore installment ups the ante.

A BOTANIST’S GUIDE TO 
PARTIES AND POISONS
Khavari, Kate
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63910-007-1  

A woman fights for recognition in 
1923 London.

Saffron Everleigh is following in 
her late father’s footsteps as a botanist 
at University College London. Though 

she’s alienated her family and been sexually harassed by depart-
ment head Dr. Berking, she refuses to give up her job as assis-
tant to Dr. Maxwell, who’s supported her ambitions. At a party 
for faculty, wives, and donors, she meets the attractive and 
accomplished microbiologist Alexander Ashton. The party fea-
tures all the obligatory backbiting, but Saffron hardly expects 
to overhear a conversation about the various affairs of Dr. 
Henry, one of the professors, or watch as Mrs. Henry collapses, 
quite possibly poisoned. When the police seize on Dr. Maxwell 
as the killer, Saffron begins poking around with some help from 
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Ashton. Noticing that someone has taken a cutting from a dan-
gerous plant Dr. Maxwell brought back from Mexico years ago 
that’s taken over a large part of one of the greenhouses, she does 
the same, drinks an infusion made from the cutting, and blacks 
out just as Ashton enters the office. They both watch in fasci-
nated horror as the symptoms described in Dr. Maxwell’s jour-
nal slowly appear. Saffron refuses a doctor, even as paralyzing 
blue lines travel up her body, since the journal says the plant’s 
effects will be temporary. Even more determined to prove Dr. 
Maxwell innocent, the two sleuths look for a motive connected 
to his expedition and find more than they expected.

An exciting debut with a determined protagonist whose 
future is sure to contain romance and mystery.

LAST CALL AT THE 
NIGHTINGALE
Schellman, Katharine
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-25083-182-8  

A Jazz Age murder thrusts a good-
time girl into the uncomfortable role of 
secret shamus.

Young New York factory worker Viv-
ian Kelly forgets her troubles on a nightly 

basis, aggressively drinking and dancing at the Nightingale, the 
speak-easy where Bea, her best pal, works. Amazonian owner 
Honor “Hux” Huxley polices the Nightingale with an iron 
hand, and the flirting of her sidekick, Danny Chin, can always 
be depended on to give Vivian a lift. Things take a darker turn 
one night when Vivian and Bea stumble on a corpse in the alley 
behind the club. Hux advises her to forget what she saw, but 
Vivian’s conscience won’t allow that. Nor can she give up her 
addictive nightlife, which eventually leads to her arrest during 
a police raid. Her bail comes with strings attached, and almost 
before she realizes it, Vivian isn’t free to leave her nights at the 
Nightingale behind. The more she learns about the victim, the 
more compelled she feels to find his killer. The trail begins with 
the grieving widow, who’d been a blushing society bride only a 
year before. Schellman lavishes many chapters on her colorful 
Roaring ’20s setting before moving the murder probe to the 
front burner, an understandable gambit in a series kickoff. Col-
orful period detail, providing insights into the social and politi-
cal tenor of the times, might allay the impatience of traditional 
whodunit fans. Once the action gets started, Vivian nails the 
clever killer and finds a lover and potential sleuthing sidekick.

A colorful period crime yarn with a heroine worth rooting 
for.

THE MAN BURNED BY WINTER
Zacharias, Pete
Thomas & Mercer (365 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  June 1, 2022
978-1-54203-965-9  

A debut that introduces a bleak Min-
nesota landscape, a tormented investi-
gator, and more murders than you can 
count on your fingers and toes.

Rooker Lindström has always had 
an unhealthily close relationship to 

mortality. His father, Gunner, was a notorious serial killer who 
abducted and beheaded at least 14 young women before he was 
caught and died in prison. His son, Britton, was killed and muti-
lated in turn by Tate Meachum, the Madman, whom Rooker 
helped track down when he was a crime reporter in California. 
Now returned to his childhood home to get away from it all, 
he’s drawn a little out of his shell by his neighbor Evelyn Holm-
berg during a night of carnal pleasure and by Detective Tess 
Harlow, of the Itasca County Sheriff ’s Department, who wants 
his unofficial help in identifying an apparent copycat who’s hon-
oring Gunner Lindström’s example by claiming another four 
victims—no, make that five and counting. Small wonder that 
Rooker’s convinced that “the past is coming back to haunt me.” 
The relationship between the two sleuths is ruled by mutual 
suspicion, and several other members of Tess’ team are vocally 
unhappy with Rooker’s participation since they still suspect 
him of complicity in either that first round of homicides or 
the present reprise. Zacharias ladles on the hero’s isolation and 
angst and the icy rage of the killers, one of whose point of view 
he repeatedly adopts, but mercifully spares the flashbacks that 
might have turned his first outing into torture porn. As early as 
the title page, it’s clear that a series is planned.

An author to watch—for those who can bear to watch this 
sort of thing.
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THE STARDUST THIEF 
Abdullah, Chelsea
Orbit (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-316-36876-6  

This debut quest fantasy is the first 
of a trilogy concerning the revival of an 
ancient struggle between humans and 
jinn. 

Years ago, assassins in black mur-
dered all of Loulie al-Nazari’s tribe; unac-

countably, a wandering jinn named Qadir took her under his 
protection, posing as her human bodyguard. Today, Loulie hides 
behind the identity of the Midnight Merchant, locating and 
selling illegal magical relics. But now the sultan of Madinne has 
found her out and is forcing her to go on a dangerous desert quest 
to find the most ancient relic of them all—a lamp imprisoning 
an enslaved but incredibly powerful jinn—which he intends 
to use to commit jinn genocide. Along with Qadir, her desig-
nated companions are the sultan’s cruel older son, Prince Omar, 
who rules the deadly band of jinn hunters known as the Forty 
Thieves, and Omar’s most trusted thief, Aisha. Except that the 
prince on this journey is actually Omar’s younger brother Prince 
Mazen, a softhearted and sheltered storyteller whom Omar has 
blackmailed into taking his place with a magical disguise. Aisha 
also has her own mission from Omar, which she cannot share. 
Burdened with secrets, this unlikely quartet encounter many 
perils while learning new and deadly things about the nature of 
jinn and of themselves. Several recent Middle Eastern fantasies 
have explored the complex and bloody relationship between 
human and jinn (with obvious relevance to contemporary socio-
politics), each in a gloriously unique way. This one offers brief 
but clever nods to such classic tales from One Thousand and One 
Nights as “Aladdin,” “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves,” and the 
framing tale of Scheherazade, but then charts its own thrilling 
territory. Not only is the story exciting (although at least some 
of Omar’s plot will be obvious from early on), but the character-
ization and growth of the three human questers—and to a cer-
tain extent, the jinn Qadir—are extremely strong; all are driven 
to question everything they thought they knew and to consider 
whether that new knowledge will change their course of action. 

A marvelous plunge into a beautifully crafted adventure.

BOSS WITCH
Aguirre, Ann
Sourcebooks Casablanca (368 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-72824-019-0  

In Aguirre’s second book about the 
Midwestern coven of St. Claire, Clem-
entine Odette Waterhouse is part owner 
of Fix-It Witches, the shop where magic 
powers repair small appliances.

Clementine carries the world on her 
shoulders. When her family is in trouble, they come to Clem. 
Her mother was abused and deserted by her husband and cries 
on Clem’s shoulder. Her father, now on his fourth wife, won’t 
stop calling Clem even though she’s blocked him on her smart-
phone. (Apparently witches still have to block.) And her cousin 
Danica, her partner at Fix-It Witches, who’s in out-of-control 
love with a mundane (witch-speak for Muggles), has carelessly 
allowed her powers to spike, and a witch hunter has picked up 
the vibe and traveled to St. Claire on his vintage Ducati motor-
cycle. After an emergency coven meeting, Clem announces: 

“No worries. I’ll handle him.” As all romance readers know, han-
dling the tall, dark, rugged British stranger with the beard-stub-
bled face is a losing proposition. Gavin Rhys was bred to hunt 
witches by a cruel dad who caned and starved him. He would 
like to stop hunting, but the “order” won’t allow it. He longs for 
a place to call home and an ongoing relationship and is pretty 
much an easy mark for Clem, the foxy, funny, sex-talking young 
woman he meets at a town bar. They start to date: She takes him 
to a petting farm; he makes her lunch. Aguirre is always health-
fully correct: Gavin makes sure to tell Clem the lunch isn’t glu-
ten- or nut-free, and before sex, they both get tested for STDs 
and show each other the test results. Clem is softening by the 
minute and gives Gavin a mouse he names Benson and carries 
with him everywhere. Great sex and growing affection do not 
diminish the fact that a hunter is endangering her coven. He’s a 
real threat. When a gang of violent witch “enforcers” arrive, the 
coven unites to cast a spell to get rid of them. Aguirre shows 
how strong these women are together and details the shapes 
and colors of their intricate spells. Meanwhile, Gavin makes 
contact with the grandfather he hasn’t seen for 20 years, who 
gives him some surprising information that helps him pursue a 
relationship with Clem.

Aguirre enlarges the usual romance world to include 
respecting and honoring those who are different from us.
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“A marvelous plunge into a beautifully crafted adventure.”
the stardust thief
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DESPERATELY SEEKING 
A DUCHESS
Caldwell, Christi
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-593-33493-5  

A duke forced to become a fortune 
hunter is attracted to a lady who reso-
lutely refuses to be caged. 

Raised among the working classes, 
Cailin Audley feels trapped by the 
change of her circumstances when her 

father, a duke, decides to acknowledge her and her siblings 
as his children. She moves to London expecting visits to the 
museum and walks in parks but is doomed for disappointment 
when she’s instead carted from one social obligation to another. 
Painfully unaware of societal rules, Cailin gets into trouble 
when she accosts Keir Balfour, the identical twin of Courtland 
Balfour, the Duke of St. James, in a bid to make up a previous 
injustice done to him by her family. However, considering that 
Courtland was pretending to be his brother at the time, Cailin 
inadvertently lands herself, and him, in an even trickier situa-
tion. Courtland is enamored by Cailin’s curious mind, but he 
has other worries on his plate: His degenerate father’s death has 
left him swimming in debt, burdened with the responsibility of 
caring for his four siblings. When he realizes that the only way 
he can find himself out of the mess is by marrying a wealthy 
woman, he wonders if he should pursue his attraction for Cailin. 
But the young lady is not only deeply disdainful of life among 
London’s upper classes—she’s also reeling from a previous 
heartbreak. The second installment in Caldwell’s All the Duke’s 
Sins series is packed with familial warmth and peppered with 
humor. Cailin and Courtland’s camaraderie hits the right notes, 
and their love for their siblings—harried, reluctant, and sweetly 
intense—rings with honesty. But since the obstacles keeping 
them apart are hardly insurmountable, the stakes of their story 
often do not seem high enough.

An endearing romance sails unencumbered to an uplifting 
conclusion.

A PROPOSAL THEY 
CAN’T REFUSE 
Caña, Natalie
Harlequin MIRA (368 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-778-38609-4  

A modern-day fake engagement 
between a chef and a whiskey distiller 
forces both halves to admit to some very 
real feelings.

Kamilah Vega has always been something of a people-
pleaser, especially where her family is concerned—but she’s 
also had long-simmering ideas about ways to modernize their 
Puerto Rican restaurant, especially with their Chicago-area 
block already starting to show signs of gentrification. Unfor-
tunately, her grandfather isn’t willing to agree to her vision so 
easily, and his terms are as follows: If she wants to give the res-
taurant a makeover, she has to get married to his best friend’s 
grandson, her childhood friend-turned-frenemy, Liam Kane. 
Liam’s grandfather is in on the blackmailing scheme, too, in 
part because he’s just been diagnosed with cancer, and seeing 
his grandson tie the knot is his dying wish. If they don’t agree to 
get hitched, their grandfathers will sell the restaurant and the 
Kane family distillery right out from under them. In an act of 
desperation, Kamilah and Liam agree to fake an engagement 
long enough to figure out a long-term solution, but it turns out 
that feigning affection only clues them in to the deeper feelings 
that exist below the surface—feelings that have secretly existed 
for as long as they’ve known one another. Caña has cooked 
up a romance that succeeds from Page 1, with a rich support-
ing ensemble on both sides of the equation and a central love 
story between two people who have to dispense with the walls 
around their hearts in order to find the perfect flavors they can 
create together.

A sizzling, emotional romance with a generous helping of 
family and culture.

A CARIBBEAN HEIRESS 
IN PARIS 
Herrera, Adriana
HQN (336 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-335-63984-4  

A rum heiress from Hispaniola meets 
a Scottish earl at the 1889 Exposition 
Universelle in Paris. 

Luz Alana Heith-Benzan travels to 
Paris with her younger sister and best 

friends—Manuela, an artist, and Aurora, a doctor—so she can 
expand her family’s rum business into the European market. 
She also has business dreams of her own, but an issue with her 
inheritance is getting in the way. Evan Sinclair, Earl of Darnick, 
is attending the exposition to sell whisky, but he’s also engag-
ing in secret meetings, making plans to take down his father. 
When Luz first meets Evan, she finds him exasperating, but 
he’s drawn to this fiery woman who stands her ground. As he 
charms his way into her heart, they open up to each other and 
discover they would both benefit from a marriage of conve-
nience. While their relationship is meant to be just a business 
transaction, they would both like to act upon their physical 
attraction. Soon, emotions and passion blur the line between 
business and pleasure. Herrera kicks off an enticing historical 
romance series with this lush, diverse feminist tale. Racism and 
sexism are tackled head-on in ways that feel both appropriate 
to the time and relatable to today. Paris and Scotland are vibrant 
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settings, and the large cast is filled with interesting, nuanced 
characters, from friends to foes. With fascinating historical 
detail, suspenseful drama, and scorching hot intimate moments, 
this story hits all the notes of a superb romance, while the set-
ting and characters make it fresh and exciting.

In a word, marvelous.

HOW TO STEAL A 
SCOUNDREL’S HEART
Lorret, Vivienne
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-06-314301-2 

A ruined debutante finds herself 
back in society—as a mistress.

Leo Ramsgate, Lord Savage, has a 
reputation to match the name of his 
marquessate: He’s a serial monogamist, 
but he stays with no mistress for more 
than four months. To avoid misunder-

standings, he even signs a contract with each woman before 
beginning their affair. He’s just bringing his current liaison to 
a close and looking for the next when a woman chases a dog in 
front of his carriage: Lady Prudence Thorogood, a woman who 
barely made her debut before she was ruined by an indiscretion. 
She’s only going back to London in order to recover a few items 
from her inheritance via, well, larceny, so when Lord Savage 
offers her the same deal he offers other women, she turns him 
down gracefully. But several weeks later, when her attempts at 
subterfuge have fallen short, she returns to his house to accept 
the contract. Having been ruined, Prue suspects her reputa-
tion can’t get much worse, and she already knows how to grit 
her teeth and get through sex. But as Leo is happy to show her, 
intimacy can be fun, and she has a lot to explore. When Leo 
discovers she is actually a virgin—or, rather, was a virgin until 
a lengthy and steamy scene between them—he marries her in a 
quiet ceremony, but they still expect to go their separate ways 
after the four-month contract is up. As the end date approaches, 
both find that they don’t want their time together to end but 
also that they don’t know how to tell each other as much. After 
an entire series inspired by Prudence’s banishment from society, 
readers will be glad to finally meet her and to see her learn to 
take control of her life. Prue and Leo are well matched despite 
seeming like opposites at the start, and Lorret draws out their 
explorations of the carnal arts beautifully. Though this book 
is different from the earlier volumes of the Mating Habits of 
Scoundrels series, it will charm Lorret’s fans thoroughly, com-
bining classic Regency tropes and storytelling with contempo-
rary sensibilities.

A compelling marriage-of-convenience story in a beloved 
series.

RULES FOR ENGAGING 
THE EARL
MacGregor, Janna
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-2507-6161-3  

An injured, reclusive earl meets 
his match in a genteel, widowed busi-
nesswoman who was his childhood 
sweetheart.

Tempted by the war secretary’s office, 
Jonathan Eaton, the Earl of Sykeston, cast aside the promise of 
Constance Lysander’s youthful love in favor of service to the 
Crown. Years later, he is being blackmailed with the possibility 
of a court-martial for his honorable decision to let an unarmed 
enemy solider go free. After the death of her parents, Con-
stance has successfully run Lysander & Sons Refitting Company. 
Her first husband bolted in the middle of the night with her 
dowry, leaving her pregnant, and died not long after. Widowed 
and with a newborn daughter, she proposes marriage to Jona-
than, believing in his integrity and honor. He acquiesces but, 
after providing for her material comforts, leaves her behind in 
London right after the marriage ceremony. The fear of court-
martial hangs like the Sword of Damocles over his head. He 
believes he will rain society’s disapprobation down on anyone 
with whom he associates. The reality of Jonathan’s war injury, 
with its physical agony and mental pain, is sensitively portrayed. 
He’s convinced he will never be good enough as a husband, 
father, or friend, so he isolates himself on his estate, Sykeston 
Gardens. A year later, battling her fear of abandonment, Con-
stance goes to stay with him. Jonathan’s behavior toward her 
oscillates between tender and kind in one moment, cold and 
standoffish the next. He can’t bear to have her with him, and he 
can’t bear not to. But she’s determined to help him recover and 
make her second marriage a success. Constance is shown to be a 
courageous, independent woman who isn’t afraid to display her 
strong personality. This second book of The Widow Rules series 
is set in Portsmouth, a welcome departure from the ballrooms 
of London.

A moving tale of hope and redemption.

KNOW YOU BY HEART
Marcelo, Tif
Montlake Romance (333 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-5420-3414-2  

As the deadline approaches on a mar-
riage of convenience, two people slowly 
begin to realize that faking it has started 
to feel like the real thing. 

Almost five years ago, family friends 
Chris Puso and Eden Chan married 

under an agreement. They would fake a marriage until Chris’ 
inheritance from his late parents is paid out in five years, since 
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“A moving tale of hope and redemption.”
rules for engaging the earl
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it was stipulated in their wills that the money go to both him 
and his wife. Chris agreed to split the money 50-50. Eden could 
pursue her dream of being a full-time romance novelist and sup-
port her family, while he could use the funds to renovate and 
revitalize Heart Resort, a couples’ retreat he runs in North 
Carolina. For years, they’ve been able to keep their arrange-
ment a secret, but with only months left until the agreed-upon 
time limit, cracks are beginning to show. Eden has hit a major 
writer’s block, waiting to return home to Austin to escape the 
distraction of her husband. Chris needs Eden to stay in North 
Carolina. With a rival resort causing problems and poaching 
contractors, he believes it’s important to be seen as a united 
front. And what better way to promote a couples’ resort than 
to be seen publicly as a happy husband and wife. Marcelo packs 
in the details with a rich setting and a welcoming cast of charac-
ters. For the better part of the novel, Chris and Eden seem more 
like friends, though there’s an occasional exploration of their 
attraction. They’ve lived together most of their marriage, sup-
porting one another in pursuit of their ambitions. Combining 
the tropes of friends-to-lovers with marriage-of-convenience 
works for the most part, but sometimes the burn is painfully 
slow. Committing to a real relationship seems like a no-brainer 
for Chris and Eden, which may make readers wonder why it was 
treated like such a problem at all.

A low-angst read that pushes the limits of a slow burn.

WEST SIDE LOVE STORY
Oliveras, Priscilla
Montlake Romance (332 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  June 1, 2022
978-1-5420-3123-3  

Romeo and Juliet gets a fresh retelling 
through two rival San Antonio families 
and their dueling mariachi bands.

Mariana Capuleta is ready to put 
her career into high gear. She’s busy 
enough as an emergency room nurse, 

but she wants to transition to a physician’s assistant program. 
She also plays in an all-female mariachi band with her sisters 
to raise money for her family’s community center. When 
the center is damaged and a balloon payment comes due, the 
Capuletas need a lot of cash, and fast. Mariana believes their 
solution lies in winning the local battle of the bands, which is 
offering a $50,000 prize. Also competing in the battle is Los 
Reyes, the reigning champion, which happens to be led by the 
Capuletas’ archrivals, the Montero family. The Capuletas and 
Monteros had a disastrous falling-out over the gentrification 
of the neighborhood—a rather big obstacle to overcome that 
doesn’t feel completely resolved by the end. Mariana is shocked 
to learn that the Monteros’ mariachi band is led by Angelo, the 
mysterious man she shared a sizzling New Year’s Eve kiss with 
earlier that year. As in many Oliveras romances, the cast con-
sists of large and lively families, but this time they have more 
Shakespearean flair. Those familiar with the Bard will pick up 
on the little plot-related easter eggs Oliveras drops in, perhaps 

as harbingers of future books. There’s a lot going on with both 
the main characters, however, including their romance and 
the issues that plague their respective families. The narrative 
is stretched thin, and readers may find themselves wanting to 
simply spend more time with Mariana and Angelo without all 
the background noise.

An overstuffed plot tempers this passionate romance.

AS SEEN ON TV
Schorr, Meredith
Forever (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5387-5476-4  

A city girl travels to a small town in 
pursuit of her next big story but soon 
finds out that life isn’t anything like her 
favorite TV movies. 

New York City native Adina Gellar 
is having a quarter-life crisis. She’s ready 

for the romanticized small-town life you find in Hallmark mov-
ies—the kind where grand gestures from hot volunteer fire-
fighters are the norm. But for now, she’s living in an apartment 
with her mother, working as a barista and spin-class instruc-
tor while trying to score a byline in the pop-culture magazine 
Tea. While building her journalism portfolio, Adina cures her 
wanderlust with Million Dollar Listing reruns, where she learns 
about Pleasant Hollow. Real estate mogul Andrew Hanes has 
plans to rebrand the quaint town just 60 miles north of NYC 
by adding massive condominiums and a shopping mall. Hoping 
to rescue the small town’s charm from gentrification and get a 
full-time job offer, Adina pitches this real-life Hallmark story 
to Tea and gets the green light to cover the story. When she 
arrives in Pleasant Hollow, she has a meet-cute with the hand-
some Finn Adams and assumes he’s the charming nephew of the 
B&B’s owner until it’s revealed that he’s the project manager 
for the new development. Much to Adina’s dismay, Finn’s iden-
tity isn’t her only misconception; instead of resisting the new 
development, most of the townspeople actually want it. While 
Pleasant Hollow is unfortunately more hollow than pleasant, 
Adina is determined to complete her story, especially if it means 
getting to explore her undeniable chemistry with Finn. Die-
hard Hallmark fans will appreciate mentions of Loveuary and 
Andrew Walker as well as some steamier moments in lieu of a 
pie-baking competition. Schorr adeptly portrays the problem 
of Adina’s expectations versus reality while never belittling the 
perfectly predictable romances that Adina and so many others 
cherish: “Not many real-world relationships could survive if all 
their problems needed to be solved within two hours or 300 
pages. Thankfully, we have the benefit of open-ended deadlines 
when it comes to love.”

A match made in heaven for fans of happily-ever-afters in 
all mediums.
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THE PERFECT CRIMES OF 
MARIAN HAYES
Sebastian, Cat
Avon/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-06-302625-4  

A woman falls in love with the man 
who attempted to blackmail her.

This novel opens with a retelling of 
the events that ended the first book in 
the series, The Queer Principles of Kit Webb 

(2021), but from the point of view of Marian, Duchess of Clare. 
Trapped in a loveless marriage and recovering from a near-fatal 
pregnancy, Marian is outraged when a blackmailer threatens to 
reveal that her husband is a bigamist. If the news became public, 
it would invalidate her marriage and render her daughter a bas-
tard. Rob Brooks has his own personal reasons for blackmailing 
Marian, but as they exchange letters, he’s surprised to find him-
self admiring her moxie. She informs Rob that she won’t pay the 
blackmail since she has her own plan to neutralize the threat 
of discovery. Her scheme goes terribly wrong, and she has no 
choice but to shoot her husband. Fearing she’ll be arrested, Rob 
helps Marian flee London on horseback. They plan to hide at 
her father’s country home until the coast is clear. Marian and 
Rob must trust each other to survive the journey, which is full 
of rollicking adventure. Their friendship and romance are emo-
tionally satisfying, with both Marian and Rob determined to 
make it in the world on their own terms. The plotting fails to 
find its footing after the propulsive first act, but the sharp writ-
ing and likable band-of-thieves vibe is its own reward.

Sebastian’s hallmark witty banter and charming charac-
ters will keep readers invested in spite of the disjointed plot.
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nonfiction
STREETS OF GOLD
America’s Untold Story of 
Immigrant Success
Abramitzky, Ran & Boustan, Leah
PublicAffairs (256 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-541-79783-3  

Why immigrants make America 
prosper.

Economists Abramitzky and Boustan 
mount a compelling argument for the suc-

cess of immigrants in the U.S. for more than 100 years. Drawing 
on data documenting millions of immigrants from many coun-
tries, arriving with varying levels of education and resources, they 
find strong evidence of immigrants’ upward mobility, assimila-
tion, and contributions to the economy and culture. Along with 
a proliferation of data from sources such as ancestry.com and 
census records, the authors provide lively case histories to exem-
plify their findings and allow them to expand on each individual’s 
situation in their home country, reasons for coming to the U.S., 
details about their journey, and their own and their family’s 
experiences here since arrival. Their analysis contradicts those 
who believe that immigrants remain stuck in an underclass, fail 
to assimilate, cause crime, and take jobs away from U.S.–born 
workers. Although immigrants with little education often do not 
catch up with U.S.–born workers within one generation, write 
the authors, “children of poor immigrants from nearly every 
country in the world make it to the middle of the income dis-
tribution by adulthood, and so the fears of creating a permanent 
immigrant underclass are entirely misplaced.” Those who arrive 
with viable skills and education “outearn US-born workers, even 
upon first arrival.” Although many settle in immigrant communi-
ties when they first arrive, they soon move to locations that offer 

“the best opportunities for upward mobility for their kids,” foster-
ing their assimilation. In addition, they commit less crime than 
U.S.–born Americans. “Both in the past and today,” the authors 
have found, “immigrants from all over the world learn English, 
leave immigrant neighborhoods, and marry US-born spouses.” 
Abramitzky and Boustan append a timeline of immigration pol-
icy and urge lawmakers to take a long view in setting policy for 
the future. Their extensive findings make the case for welcoming 
immigrants’ participation in “a flourishing American society.”

A well-researched, informative contribution to a conten-
tious—and often misinformed—debate.

NORMAL FAMILY by Chrysta Bilton ................................................. 55

THE ADVENTURES OF MISS BARBARA PYM by Paula Byrne .......58

RAISING ANTIRACIST CHILDREN by Britt Hawthorne with 
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AMERICA, GODDAM by Treva B. Lindsey ........................................ 71

SERIOUS FACE by Jon Mooallem ....................................................... 73

ATOMS AND ASHES by Serhii Plokhy............................................... 75

HOW THE WORLD REALLY WORKS by Vaclav Smil ...................... 77

THE HIGH DESERT by James Spooner ................................................78

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

SERIOUS FACE 
Essays
Mooallem, Jon
Random House (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-525-50994-3 
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PUTIN’S TROLLS
On the Frontlines of Russia’s 
Information War Against 
the World

Aro, Jessikka
Ig Publishing (304 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-632-46129-2  

Timely exposé of Russia’s vast dis-
information campaign from a Finnish 
journalist persecuted for her persistent 

reporting of its brazen abuses.
In this important, firsthand account of Russian malfeasance, 

Aro shows how she has suffered personally and professionally 
during her diligent quest to expose the rampant social media 
incursions orchestrated by Putin and his minions. Her work is 
especially telling in terms of Russia’s first invasion of Ukraine 
in 2014 and implementation of its online “troll factory,” which 
meddled significantly in the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 
Though the author had experience reporting on right-wing 
and extremist groups, “it wasn’t until I began examining the 
Kremlin’s tools of international information warfare that a hate 
campaign was launched against me.” She uncovered Russian 
cyberattacks as early as 2008, during the two-week war between 
Russia and Georgia. Years later, she interviewed Andrei Illari-
onov, one of Putin’s former aides, who provided useful, disturb-
ing information about Russia’s deployment of psychological 
warfare in Ukraine. The author also reported on a well-known 
troll factory in St. Petersburg in 2013. Throughout this book, 
Aro reveals the mechanics of Russia’s insidious nonmilitary tac-
tics and widespread propaganda targeted at civilians—strate-
gies used decades before in both Nazi Germany and the Soviet 
Union to gain control over the minds of citizens. Due to her 
intrepid investigations, the author was forced to leave her 
home country of Finland in 2017. Though many Western media 
outlets failed to provide adequate protection, in 2019, the U.S. 
Department of State gave her the International Women of 
Courage Award—before rescinding it due to her criticism of 
Donald Trump. Although parts of the narrative may be overly 
detailed for general readers, the author is to be commended for 
both her journalism and for her creation of a damning portrait 
of Putin and his autocratic, manipulative regime.

As Russia continues to threaten Ukraine in hybrid warfare, 
Aro provides an extremely valuable lesson.

ONE DAMN THING 
AFTER ANOTHER
Memoirs of an 
Attorney General
Barr, William P.
Morrow/HarperCollins (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  March 8, 2022
978-0-06-315860-3  

Another casualty of the Trump 
administration tells his story. 

It was all the Democrats’ fault: They 
refused to cooperate with Trump when he was elected in 2016, 
and thus they “dictated the tenor of the next four years.” Talk 
about bad timing: Venturing that Vladimir Putin is not such a 
bad guy and that Russia’s leaders “no longer promote a revolu-
tionary ideology that foreordains general antagonism with the 
West” could stand hard rethinking. But so writes Trump’s nota-
bly compliant attorney general in this brittle, defensive memoir. 
Granted, Barr admits, Trump “became manic and unreasonable, 
and went off the rails” after losing the 2020 election, where-
upon a less compliant Barr resigned largely because he would 
not support Trump’s claim that the election was rigged. For all 
that—and for all that Trump regularly berated him—the author 
remains a true believer not in the man but in the policies. The 
man, he allows, would raise “Groundhog Day issues,” fixations 
that ranged from firing “ ‘Comey’s people’ and those responsible 
for ginning up the phony Russiagate scandal” to the contents 
of Hunter Biden’s laptop. Barr airs any number of Ground-
hog Day issues himself in this overlong, tedious harangue. He 
is especially worked up at the “new antiliberal progressivism…
embraced by an increasing number of prominent Democrats, 
aided by relentless media propagandizing, and reinforced by a 
co-opted education system”; favors a militarized and vigorously 
active police force; believes that nonreligious public schools 

“effectively indoctrinate students in a secular progressive ide-
ology antithetical to the values and perspectives of a religious 
viewpoint”; scorns “the media and cultural elites” and the “cur-
ricula of a race-fixated anti-Americanism”; and seeks an execu-
tive branch with largely unlimited powers, albeit perhaps with 
more sense than to urge a mob to storm the Capitol.

Anyone who follows the news will already have Barr’s talk-
ing points, freeing readers to buy another book.

“As Russia continues to threaten Ukraine in hybrid warfare,
Aro provides an extremely valuable lesson.” 

putin’s trolls



Many of my favorite books are 
published by independent publishers. 
Here are eight highly recommended 
April books from small publishers, all 
receiving starred reviews, quoted here.

Junk Science and the American Crim-
inal Justice System by M. Chris Fabri-
cant (Akashic, April 5): “A chilling ac-
count of forensic science—beloved of 
prosecutors, judges, and TV writers 
but often wildly inaccurate.…A bril-

liant rebuttal of junk science in the courtroom.”
The Lonely Stories: 22 Celebrated 

Writers on the Joys & Struggles of Being 
Alone edited by Natalie Eve Garrett 
(Catapult, April 19): “In this above-
average collection of personal essays, 
a richly diverse set of writers recall 
how periods of solitude have impact-
ed their lives. Depending on their 
past or present circumstances, they 
evoke sensations of dread or despair, 
joy and enlightened freedom, often 
working through their darkest emo-
tions to discover a renewed sense of well-being.”

Shelter: A Black Tale of Homeland, Baltimore by Law-
rence Jackson (Graywolf, April 19): “The misunderstood 
city of Baltimore receives a probing portrait by a return-
ing native son.…An extraordinary dual portrait of the 
author and his hometown—angry, tender, incisive, and 
bracingly eloquent.”

We Are in the Middle of Forever: In-
digenous Voices From Turtle Island on 
the Changing Earth edited by Dahr 
Jamail and Stan Rushworth (The 
New Press, April 5): “A welcome 
compilation of interviews with In-
digenous Americans about climate 
change.…Readers will be impressed 
by both the depth and breadth of 
the interviews as well as the con-
tributors’ evocative, vivid storytell-
ing and palpable emotion. A refresh-

ingly unique and incredibly informative collection of vital 
Indigenous wisdom.”

Love & Justice: A Journey of Empowerment, Activism, 
and Embracing Black Beauty by Laetitia Ky (Princeton Ar-
chitectural Press, April 5): The author’s “debut book is 
a stunning collection of urgent, intimate essays paired 

with powerful, annotated photos of Ky wearing her hair 
sculptures, often in lush outdoor Ivorian settings. Seam-
lessly marrying style and substance, the sculptures and es-
says reveal the author’s journey of self-acceptance, raise 
awareness of a wide range of social issues, and celebrate 
African aesthetic and spiritual traditions.…Come for the 
beautiful art as activism, stay for the deeply personal 
memoir and rich cultural history.”

Thin Places: A Natural History of 
Healing and Home by Kerri ní Dochar-
taigh (Milkweed, April 12): “A luminous 
memoir about growing up in North-
ern Ireland during the Troubles.…For 
the author, who has suffered from al-
coholism, depression, and suicidal ide-
ation, the wild places surrounding her 
hometown help release her anxieties 
and bring her unparalleled peace.…A 
beautifully written tribute to the heal-
ing power of nature.”

Becoming Story: A Journey Among 
Seasons, Places, Trees, and Ancestors 
by Greg Sarris (Heyday, April 5): “A 
Coast Miwok leader narrates his life 
through essays focusing on his con-
nection to the natural world and 
his ancestors.…Although not a tra-
ditional memoir, the stories mostly 
build on each other to create a co-
herent portrait of the author and his 
culture.…A fascinating and evoca-

tive memoir in essays.”
When Women Kill: Four Crimes Re-

told by Alia Trabucco Zerán, translat-
ed by Sophie Hughes (Coffee House, 
April 5): “A Chilean author recon-
structs the details of four significant 
20th-century murders orchestrated 
by Chilean women.…Interspersed 
with cogent feminist analyses of the 
crimes and the public and media re-
actions of the time, Trabucco Zerán 
includes diary entries describing 
her personal experience with the re-
search, infusing the book with a fascinating memoirlike 
quality and rendering the narrative voice both personal 
and relatable.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

celebrating independent 
publishers

Leah O
verstreet
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21ST CENTURY 
MONETARY POLICY
The Federal Reserve From the 
Great Inflation to COVID-19
Bernanke, Ben S.
Norton (496 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-324-02046-2  

The former chair of the Federal 
Reserve examines how and why that orga-
nization works to control financial crises.

There is a large distinction between monetary policy, 
which concerns how targeted money can be used to strengthen 
an economy generally, and fiscal policy, which concerns where 
funds are spent—for example, the CARES Act promulgated 
during the pandemic to fund public health measures but also 
to support workers and businesses most harmed by the cri-
sis. “Unlike monetary policy,” writes Bernanke, “which can 
be adjusted quickly as needed, government spending and 
tax policies are not as easy to change.” The Fed has consider-
ably more leverage in applying money as a tool for economic 
stimulus and relief—though, the author points out, there is a 
large political dimension to that enterprise. For example, the 
Trump administration was markedly hostile to the use of the 
strategy called quantitative easing, or flooding sectors of the 
economy with money in order to keep lines of credit open to 
businesses and local governments. “The most basic require-
ment for economic efficiency is that the economy’s resources, 
including the labor force, be fully employed,” writes Bernanke, 
noting the challenges that occurred when the 2008 fiscal cri-
sis sent unemployment skyrocketing—among them the chal-
lenge of inflation, about which the Fed must strike a delicate 
balance between too much and too little. “Monetary policies 
that promote economic recovery have broad benefits,” writes 
the author, and can also help curtail inequality. One strategy 
involves raising tax rates on capital gains, always unpopular 
among the millionaires in Congress. While the Fed can’t con-
trol the course of a pandemic, it can certainly respond nimbly 
to “economic trauma.” One doesn’t need a strong background 
in economics to follow Bernanke’s arguments, but such a 
background certainly helps.

A clear explication of how money flows from the nation’s 
central banking system into the larger economy.

NORMAL FAMILY 
On Truth, Love, and 
How I Met My 35 
Siblings
Bilton, Chrysta
Little, Brown (288 pp.) 
$29.00  |  July 12, 2022
978-0-316-53654-7  

An entertaining memoir about a 
uniquely dysfunctional family.

In her debut memoir, Bilton tells two 
remarkable stories. One is the chronicle of her wildly uncon-
ventional childhood as the daughter of a woman described by a 
friend, without much exaggeration, as “one of the great charac-
ters of the Western world.” Growing up “in Beverly Hills in the 
1950s in a high-society family—the prized granddaughter of a 
former governor of California…and the daughter of a prominent 
judge in Los Angeles,” Debra Olson was many things: an East-
ern spiritualist; an out lesbian in homophobic times; a master 
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want to read. You should probably buy two.” 
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saleswoman, making and losing millions in pyramid schemes; a 
friend of many celebrities; Ross Perot’s “civil rights coordina-
tor”; and a hedonist and sometime addict who yearned “to over-
dose on everything, especially life.” Though her daughters were 
by far the most important part of her life, the girls’ childhoods 
were marked by instability and loss, with both their father, Jef-
frey, and many other second “mothers” coming and going on 
a regular basis. Bilton’s warts-and-all depiction is sometimes 
hilarious, sometimes horrifying, always grounded in extraordi-
nary forgiveness and resilience. The second story is the tale of 
Donor 150, who was by far the most popular option for those 
purchasing sperm at the California Cryobank in Century City, 
recommended constantly by the nurses and the doctor who ran 
the place. In 2005, over a decade after his retirement from the 
sperm donation business, Jeffrey saw a headline on the front 
page of the New York Times: “HELLO, I’M YOUR SISTER. 
OUR FATHER IS DONOR 150.” The author was a sophomore 
in college at the time, and it would be another two years before 
she became aware of the situation. By then, there were docu-
mentaries, magazine articles, a Facebook group, and ever more 

popular DNA testing. By that time, as she would soon learn, she 
was dating her own brother.

A wholly absorbing page-turner that everyone will want to 
read. You should probably buy two.

THE GAME IS AFOOT
The Enduring World of 
Sherlock Holmes
Black, Jeremy
Rowman & Littlefield (248 pp.) 
$24.95  |  June 4, 2022
978-1-538-16146-3  

Why has Sherlock Holmes stood the 
test of time? The answer might not be 
elementary, according to this thought-
provoking book.

Black, a veteran historian who has published more than 180 
books, is interested in why Holmes has been so popular for so 
long. The author, a meticulous researcher, begins with Victo-
rian England, where most of Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories are 
set. It was a time of radical cultural change, with technology 
and reason supplanting religious faith and the mercantile class 
beginning to push the old aristocracy aside. Holmes’ capac-
ity for deductive reasoning and forensic science fit well in this 
milieu, and many of the villains are nouveau riche types. A sur-
prising number of Americans, usually of the robber baron vari-
ety, wander through the pages of Doyle’s stories as well. Black, 
while acknowledging Holmes’ legendary intelligence, empha-
sizes that he was also a man of action, ready to don working-
class disguises and fight if necessary. This duality that allowed 
Holmes to transcend his 19th-century origins also inspired a 
legion of imitators. As the stories developed, Holmes became 
more rounded and fully fleshed alongside his steady partner, 
Watson. The Holmes character is perfect for the big screen, 
with Basil Rathbone depicting him as a sophisticated, moral 
figure. Many actors have portrayed Holmes, and Robert 
Downey’s recent version brought a broad streak of dark com-
edy and emphasized the Holmes-Watson relationship. In the 
TV series Sherlock, Holmes, played by Benedict Cumberbatch, 
was transplanted to modern London, and Watson’s casebook 
morphed into a blog. The innovative series Elementary put 
them in New York, with Holmes as a recovering addict and 
Watson as his sober partner. One unfortunate omission from 
the book is the 2015 movie Mr. Holmes, in which Ian McKellen 
deftly plays Holmes as an aged, lonely figure, terrified of the 
dementia closing in. But this is a small point, and Black deliv-
ers an interesting, authoritative read.

A detailed study that adds new depth to an iconic character.



FREEZING ORDER
A True Story of Money 
Laundering, Murder, and 
Surviving Vladimir Putin’s 
Wrath
Browder, Bill
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-982153-28-1  

The thrilling follow-up to the author’s 
bestselling debut, Red Notice.

Browder, CEO of Hermitage Capital Management, was 
one of the leading investors in Russia during the 2000s, and his 
strategy of “stealing analysis” made Hermitage one of the lead-
ing hedge funds in the world. “Instead of analyzing companies’ 
income statements and balance sheets like normal fund manag-
ers,” he writes, “my team and I would research how much was 
being stolen, how the thieves were doing the stealing, and who 
pocketed the stolen money. We would then use this information 

to file lawsuits [and] launch proxy fights.” When his Russian 
lawyer, Sergei Magnitsky, was beaten to death in a Moscow 
jail in 2009, the author sought to bring the murderers to jus-
tice. That crusade, along with his investigation into a $230 mil-
lion tax refund scheme that significantly affected Hermitage’s 
business, made him an enemy of dangerous Russian oligarchs, 
including Putin, and he was thrown out of the country. From 
that point, Browder worked diligently to get to the bottom of 
the Russian coverup, a journey that took him around Europe 
and eventually to New York. Along the way, he encountered a 
number of unsavory characters, including John Moscow, who 

“had been at the New York District Attorney’s Office for 33 
years and was one of their most aggressive prosecutors” before 
switching sides to defend the Russian oligarchs; Glenn Simp-
son, a “well-connected and effective smear campaigner”; and 
former U.S. Rep. Dana Rohrabacher, who, along with the oth-
ers, helped “lubricate that machine that allows Putin and his 
cronies to get away with their crimes.” In 2012, Browder’s quest 
found some success in the passage of the Magnitsky Act, which 
allows the U.S. government to sanction those it sees as human 
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rights offenders—and a version of which is now in place in more 
than 30 countries. The author’s story, a must-read for fans of 
Red Notice, is revealing and damning, exposing Putin and his 
minions as little more than greedy international criminals. 

A timely book combining mystifying financial shenanigans 
with a fast-paced crime saga.

THE ADVENTURES OF 
MISS BARBARA PYM 
Byrne, Paula
HarperCollins (704 pp.) 
$34.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-00-832220-5  

A detailed, definitive reconstruction 
of the British novelist’s life and career.

In her latest, acclaimed literary biog-
rapher Byrne delivers a buoyant account 
of the life of Barbara Pym (1913-1980), 

taking her title from the one Pym gave her own diaries, a wealth 
of previously unmined material. Recasting Pym’s life as a pica-
resque novel, Byrne proceeds in chapters titled, for example, “In 
which Fräulein Pym falls for a Handsome Nazi” and “Miss Pym 
the Novelist takes Tea with the Distinguished Author Elizabeth 
Bowen in the Company of Several Homosexuals.” Pym’s gift for 
writing was matched by her gift for living, and she funneled into 
her novels her experiences at Oxford in the 1930s (a chauvin-
ist world, where she nonetheless had a blast); in Nazi Germany 
(late in grasping what was going on there, she made a timely and 
full recovery); and as a Wren and a censor in World War II. “She 
was one of the most liberated, inde pendent women of her time,” 
writes Byrne. “Ever since Oxford, she had been sexually active 
and unashamed of being so. One of her friends explained: ‘You 
see, Barbara liked sex.’ Nor did she feel the need to settle down 
to a conventional married life, despite several offers.” From her 
teen years, she had a knack for romantic obsession; her two 
novels about women in love with gay men are closely modeled 
on her life. Byrne is brilliant in her descriptions of Pym’s rela-
tionships: with her sister Hilary, whom she predicted in her 
first novel she’d grow old with, and did; the Oxford friends and 
flames she kept all her life; and Philip Larkin, her greatest sup-
porter, though they didn’t meet in person for 15 years. Byrne’s 
accounts of the novels will add to anyone’s reading list, and 
longtime fans will want to revisit her oeuvre—as Larkin and 
other friends did, several times.

Infused with the high spirit and humor of its subject, a gift 
to fans, novices, and aspiring writers. Pym would be thrilled.

OPIUM’S ORPHANS
The 200-Year History of the 
War on Drugs
Caquet, P.E.
Reaktion Books (440 pp.) 
$35.00  |  July 6, 2022
978-1-78914-558-8  

A comprehensive account of the 
troubled history of drug prohibition.

Cambridge academic Caquet seeks 
to explain why so many attempts to 

counter the problem of drugs have failed. He points out that 
prohibition actually began in China during the colonial era, 
when Britain developed a lucrative market in opium. The Chi-
nese government did as much as possible to curtail it, but two 
wars ensured that the business continued. Nevertheless, the 
seed of prohibition was planted, and it sprouted when trans-
planted to Europe and, later, America. In the 1950s, prohibition 
seemed to be working—until the explosion of the countercul-
ture in the 1960s sparked a huge demand for marijuana, LSD, 
and other illicit substances. The Nixon administration coined 
the phrase “war on drugs” but failed to distinguish between 
types of drugs, a crucial mistake. There were a few short-lived 
successes, but by the time crack and then meth hit the market, 
it was clear that the long-term battle was being lost. When one 
source of supply was eradicated, another appeared, with the 

“Infused with the high spirit and humor of its subject, a gift
to fans, novices, and aspiring writers. Pym would be thrilled.” 

the adventures of miss barbara pym



focus shifting to Mexico and South America. As Caquet shows, 
the money involved in the drug trade is staggering—so much 
that the drug cartels can challenge governments. Though the 
legalization of marijuana has helped in some places, the opioid 
and fentanyl crises have reached epic proportions. Most of the 
prohibition laws are still on the books, but Caquet believes that 
the game is largely over. He does not provide any solutions, but 
he suggests that the decriminalization of nonaddictive drugs 
should probably continue. Maybe people should be allowed to 
take whatever drugs they want as long as they don’t affect any-
one else. Of course, there are always collateral effects, some of 
which are grave. Caquet explains how we got here, but the road 
ahead is like a dark highway heading into the night.

A thought-provoking, often disturbing account of drug 
prohibition that provides context for current debates.

EVERY 90 SECONDS
Our Common Cause Ending 
Violence Against Women
DePrince, Anne P.
Oxford Univ.  (232 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 2, 2022
978-0-19-754574-4  

The enormous toll of violence against 
women and how it affects everyone.

Despite the success of the #MeToo 
movement and the exposure of long-

standing, high-profile abusers like Bill Cosby, Harvey Weinstein, 
Roger Ailes, and R. Kelly, among many others, violence against 
women is still a significant problem across the globe. DePrince, 
a psychology professor and recognized authority on the sub-
ject, looks at some of the important successes during recent 
decades—e.g., Take Back the Night movement marches, the 
passage of the Violence Against Women Act, and a deeper under-
standing of the complexities of PTSD—while also revealing the 
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Poet, essayist, and playwright Elizabeth Alexander is 
one of America’s most potent forces in education and cul-
ture. Among other posts, she chaired the African American 
studies department at Yale for 15 years, and she is currently 
the president of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the 
nation’s largest funder of the arts and humanities. Though 
the organization’s mission remains unchanged, she notes, 

“we now think about our grant-making through a social jus-
tice lens. What stories have been marginalized? What or-
ganizations and creators have been under-resourced?” So-
cial justice is at the core of her latest artful, urgent book, 
The Trayvon Generation (Grand Central Publishing, April 5), 
which our starred review calls “a dynamic critique on the 

sprawling effects of racism and its effects on today’s youth.” 
We spoke to the author via Zoom from her home in New 
York City; the conversation has been edited for length and 
clarity.

Tell me about the germination of the New Yorker essay 
that forms the basis for The Trayvon Generation.
I would go back to my 1994 essay about Rodney King and 
what it means for Black people to carry the trauma of wit-
nessing violence against us collectively. Move it forward to 
2020, and I am now a mother of 22- and 23-year-old sons. I 
was thinking about the death of Trayvon Martin and other 
murders that were all over the news—a steady diet of vio-
lence and vulnerability. These are terribly traumatizing im-
ages that remind us of our unsafety and the persistence of 
racism in our lives. What I would overlay with that is my 
many decades as a professor teaching African American lit-
erature and culture and the importance of having art to re-
spond to it. Not necessarily to cure it or to save it, but to 
show how you can understand the persistence of racism and 
the dehumanization of Black people. Think about our visual 
artists and how they are imagining the future and what pos-
sibility looks like in all of our creative people. What I’m de-
scribing is all of the steps that got me to the essay. Of course, 
that was the summer of the videotaped murder of George 
Floyd, and everyone was locked down and isolated from 
community. The dark positivity of that is that I think it con-
densed a national moment, and I thought I had something 
to offer to the broader conversation.

Regarding the broader conversation, you offer a beautifully 
concise description of the heart of the problem of racism 
in this country: “Racism is best understood systemically 
rather than instance by instance.” Could you elaborate?
I think that everything should be understood systemical-
ly. If we default to the anecdotal and extrapolate from our 

In a new book, the poet and educator reflects on the generation 
coming of age since Trayvon Martin’s killing
BY ERIC LIEBETRAU

Djeneba Aduayom
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own lived experience to absolutely everything…well, you 
can say, I like peach ice cream. Why doesn’t everybody like peach 
ice cream? The anecdotal does not explain society. When 
you do the work that historians do—we could call that 
adding up stories—or when you analyze problems in the 
way that other kinds of critical thinkers do, you can see 
that, well, it wasn’t just Johnny and Susie [exhibiting rac-
ism]. Let’s start with the fact that a group of people was 
brought to this country and classified as three-fifths of a 
human. Let’s talk about that American amnesia and the 
tendency to say, I didn’t do that. Well, actually, I wasn’t say-
ing you did that, but I am saying that we are living not so far 
from history. And it’s not just slavery. Throughout history, 
often in resistance to racial progress, we find people pro-
mulgating mythologies about what happened, continuing 
to paper over true history, and further consolidating these 
ideologies that say that one group of people is superior and 
another is inferior.

But how do we move forward with those who continue 
to paper over the true history? How do we engage lead-
ers who are unwilling to discuss the possibility of rac-
ism or inequality?
That’s a really rich question. First, you start where you are. 
You can’t engage everybody, but for me, the secret sauce is 
education and culture. With this book, let’s go back to that 
Elizabeth Catlett picture [The Torture of Mothers, 1970] to see 
how it viscerally visualizes a certain kind of pain and anxiety. 
I promise you that someone is going to feel something dif-
ferently when they see that for the first time. Or when they 
read the great historian John Hope Franklin and the textbook 
he wrote, Land of the Free (1966), which was banned because 
it centered civil rights history and the history of people of 
color. What I have found in my teaching is that when people 
are outraged, their minds are opened and they see what has 
been kept from them. How do any of us feel when we learn 
we have been lied to? Look at the Adrienne Su poem that I 
quote [“Personal History”], in which she uses the phrase, “the 
shock of delayed comprehension.” I think we all have experi-
ence of that feeling: I didn’t notice that, because I was taught that 
other things are beau tiful or powerful or important. But look at all 
of this over here. The succinctness of a poet’s words enabled me 
to articulate many thoughts and feelings.

You’re an accomplished poet as well. Could you discuss 
your role as a poet in the first inauguration of Barack 
Obama?
That was a really amazing moment. When he was pres-
ident-elect, the poetry community was buzzing. There 

hadn’t been a poet at the inaugural since Bill Clinton [Maya 
Angelou’s “On the Pulse of Morning”]. When I was asked 
to do it, I really understood that I was representing Ameri-
can poetry—not just in the present, but its whole history, 
which for me began with Walt Whitman. I thought about 
the breadth and inclusivity of his vision, his beautiful po-
ems in those long lines of an America that needed a long 
line because it had so much in it. It was important that we 
had a president who believed that art had a place on the 
national stage. We also had Yo-Yo Ma and Aretha Franklin 
and other artists, which reflected the idea that all of these 
voices were needed to carry this moment, to really see 
hope and possibility.

It seems that the joy of possibility has faded since then. 
How do artists continue to maintain their efforts to cre-
ate concrete cultural and societal change? How do we 
cultivate hope? 
I really hear you. As long as we’re alive, we can never give 
up hope. My grandmother always said, “Be a useful girl.” 
That’s all that each of us can ask of ourselves. As an artist, 
you never know where the work will go. Take the memoir I 
wrote eight years ago, The Light of the World, about the un-
timely loss of my husband. Not a week goes by without me 
hearing from someone about how that book has touched 
somebody; it’s the genie that cannot be put back in the 
bottle. Art moves in the world. From the cave paintings 
to now, no one’s been able to kill it yet. It’s important to 
know that our artists are envisioning a future but also that 
being hopeful doesn’t mean everything has an immediate 
solution. Artists help us comprehend what we are living 
through so that we can be strong and useful and move for-
ward and make community.

The Trayvon Generation received a starred review in the Jan. 
15, 2022, issue.
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interconnected systemic problems that continue to perpetuate 
violence. The author stresses the need for an inherently dif-
ferent, community-based approach to the problem. “Violence 
against women ripples out to affect each of us,” she writes, 

“regardless of our own genders or life histories.” After a brief his-
tory of the deeply flawed treatment of “hysteria” in women at 
the Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris in the 1860s, DePrince shows 
how women have always been stigmatized as deficient simply 
because they are women. During that time—and for decades 
after—doctors “did not connect lifelong intimate violence 
and trauma to women’s hysterical symptoms.” The author 
clearly demonstrates how intimate violence activates a chain of 
chronic health problems often ignored by health officials. In a 
rigorous yet occasionally disorganized text, DePrince looks at 
violence involving guns, school campuses, immigrants, and the 
pandemic, emphasizing the importance of prevention among 
youth especially. She delineates how cycles of violence perpetu-
ate poverty, child abuse, and other social ills, including blunted 
education, lack of job advancement, and unwieldy health care 
costs. The bottom line, she argues, is that addressing the issue 

collectively should be a priority for everyone, and she offers a 
detailed, scholarly framework for change at the end.

A writer in the trenches convincingly asserts how violence 
against women diminishes all of us equally.

JIMMY THE KING
Murder, Vice, and the Reign 
of a Dirty Cop
Garcia-Roberts, Gus
PublicAffairs (496 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5417-3039-7  

Gritty, sprawling account of police 
malfeasance.

Investigative reporter Garcia-Rob-
erts offers a seamy narrative of politics 

and violence in Long Island’s Suffolk County. “It wasn’t a few 
bad apples,” he writes, “but a jurisdiction in which misconduct 
was woven into the fabric of the agencies heading up county 
law enforcement.” The author reveals numerous dark corners 
within this bucolic setting, beginning with the 1979 murder 
of John Pius, a young boy, for which a few teenagers were evi-
dently railroaded by local police. Garcia-Roberts focuses on the 
improbable career of Jimmy Burke, a one-time delinquent who 
parlayed his testimony in the botched murder investigation to 
become “one of the most notorious members of the Suffolk 
department.” The author reconstructs Burke’s long rise, abet-
ted by an ambitious district attorney and a compromised clique 
of like-minded cops, known as “The Administration,” while 
Burke was running the Government Corruption Bureau, weath-
ering scandals that included a drug-fueled affair with a local 
prostitute. By then, “Jimmy planned to, or already had, boosted 
his buddies and hangers-on to the top ranks of the department.” 
He also engineered his foes’ downfall even after becoming chief 
of the department: “Even when he reached the peak of county 
law enforcement,” writes the author, “Burke could never quit 
the machinations that got him there.” Ultimately, a drug addict’s 
theft of a compromising bag from Burke’s departmental car led 
to the suspect’s beating and a coverup that exploded into scan-
dal. The fearsome, vindictive Burke, “the most powerful figure 
in Suffolk County,” was investigated by federal agents who real-
ized they “were working alongside a county law enforcement 
system that operated like an organized crime syndicate.” The 
complex narrative encompasses a galaxy of sleazy politicos and 
subtopics including MS-13’s hold on Suffolk and a still-unsolved 
serial killing case, which Garcia-Roberts describes as “like so 
many other cases out here: bizarre, interminable, and defined 
by flabbergasting police miscues.”

Meandering yet bleakly engaging account of suburban cor-
ruption and brutal zero-sum policing.



GEORGE MICHAEL
A Life
Gavin, James
Abrams (528 pp.) 
$32.50  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-4197-4794-6  

A comprehensive biography of the 
massively popular singer and songwriter.

The broad contours of George 
Michael’s life (1963-2016) in the spotlight 
are well known to pop-culture fans. In 

this detailed, evenhanded biography, Gavin, biographer of Chet 
Baker, Peggy Lee, and Lena Horne, puts those moments into con-
text and offers explanations for Michael’s often confusing actions. 
As the charismatic, swaggering frontman of Wham! and then the 
multiplatinum solo superstar behind Faith and its string of hits, 
Michael seemed unstoppable in the 1980s. “I’m 21 years old and 
I’m not saying this to brag, but I’ve achieved more as a performer, 
writer, and producer than anyone else ever has by the same age,” 

Michael said early in his winning streak. However, in pop culture, 
the highs rarely last—especially, as Gavin points out, when the 
star is a closeted man, taunting both competitors and the media. 

“He had set himself a dangerous trap,” Gavin writes. “He wanted 
to titillate with sex and keep his secrets untouched.” From there, 
Michael’s problems only multiplied. The love of his life died 
from AIDS, his drug addiction intensified and expanded beyond 
marijuana, and his sexual adventures got him arrested in a public 
restroom in Los Angeles. To his credit, Gavin handles Michael’s 
problematic years as equitably as the storybook ones. When the 
facts are inconclusive, as they are surrounding Michael’s death in 
2016, Gavin makes sure to say so: “Had he, in fact, committed 
suicide? Perhaps not consciously, despite prior efforts. But any-
one who remembered Michael’s belief that he had set himself up 
passive-aggressively to be outed in 1998 had cause to wonder if he 
had taken steps to set his own death in motion.” Though some of 
the author’s descriptions of the 1980s music scene are only ser-
viceable, his first-rate reporting makes this biography sing.

Gavin’s real stories of triumphs and tragedies poignantly 
explain one of pop’s most enigmatic stars.
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“Gavin’s real stories of triumphs and tragedies poignantly
explain one of pop’s most enigmatic stars.” 

george michael
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PIG YEARS
Gaydos, Ellyn
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-31895-9  

A writer and transient farmer chroni-
cles multiple seasons of work and life.

In her debut memoir, spanning four 
years of her life, Gaydos proceeds chron-
ologically according to the season. Early 
on, she introduces Graham, an old friend 

and painter with whom she began a romantic relationship; that 
bond forms a constant amid the temporary settings of her jobs. 
Gaydos clearly loves Graham, as she also loves writing and 
her family, but they are secondary to the work she has chosen. 
Despite her other loves, “there is the problem that I am prom-
ised to the farm.” Each of the farms where she has worked may 
have different specialties in different locations, but they are 
alike in their rural settings, menial pay, and painstaking labor. 

Gaydos describes the realities of farm life with honest precision, 
neither indulging in unnecessary dramatizing nor shying away 
from the numerous harsh realities. “The rooster named Com-
mander succumbs to the breeding of flies,” she writes. “He is 
under the care of the three-year-old….Commander isn’t getting 
better. One day the farmer takes him out of his cage and cuts 
off his head with a shovel, [a] compassionate act.” The most 
affecting passages focus on the people the author met in the 
communities where she has lived. Gaydos describes an evening 
spent at the Lebanon Valley Speedway’s annual Eve of Destruc-
tion demolition derby event, a spectacle that was marred by the 
death of a driver a few years prior, killed when his RV collapsed 
upon impact with a Jeep. Despite the tragedy, “a lot of people 
wanted to keep the show going….Someone in town told me…
that people die what seems like every other year on this track.” 
The incident illustrates in dramatic fashion what Gaydos paints 
in broad strokes throughout her book, a complex and fraught 
portrait of a lifestyle that is simultaneously protective, precari-
ous, and resistant to change.

Lyrical and cleareyed insight into farming from a writer 
devoted to both crafts.

WE REFUSE TO FORGET
A True Story of Black 
Creeks, American Identity, 
and Power
Gayle, Caleb
Riverhead (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-32958-0  

A tangled tale of crossed bloodlines, 
racism, and identity.

Gayle, the child of Jamaican immi-
grants, was born in New York City but lived as a child in Okla-
homa, where, as an outsider, he was accosted with questions of 
identity. Such questions, as he writes, are not new in the Sooner 
State. In the late 1830s, when Cherokee, Creek, and other 
Native peoples were displaced from their homes and made to 
resettle in what was then called the Indian Territories, they 
brought both enslaved and freed Blacks with them. “During the 
Revolutionary War,” writes the author, “the British would pres-
ent African slaves to the Creeks as gifts when tribes within the 
Creek Nation cooperated with them.” The Creek Nation was 
made up of many peoples who had been previously displaced 
by White settlement and who were enfolded into Muskogee 
genealogies, and Black people were among them. Enter racist 
designations established by non-Creek peoples, by U.S. mili-
tary administrators and Bureau of Indian Affairs agents, who 
divided the nation into groups by blood quantum, or the share 
of Muskogee blood that a person might have. Even today, Gayle 
writes, the federal government “issues an ID card called the 
Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB),” the basis of 
tribal belonging. The result: Black Creeks who had been accul-
turated into Creek society and as freed people had intermarried 
with Native peoples were delisted, fueling a legacy of petitions 
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and lawsuits that continue to the present, exacerbated by the 
fact that only enrolled members of the Creek Nation are enti-
tled to distributions from gambling proceeds earned at tribal 
casinos. With a narrative framed by the story of a Black Creek 
leader named Cow Tom, Gayle ably (if sometimes repetitively) 
examines the idea that identity can be multifaceted—in this 
case, that the same Black person “could be simultaneously free, 
never enslaved, and fully Creek.”

A pointed investigation of a controversial, unsettled mat-
ter of both law and ethnic identity.

THE MAN WHO 
BROKE CAPITALISM
How Jack Welch Gutted the 
Heartland and Crushed the 
Soul of Corporate America—
and How To Undo His Legacy
Gelles, David
Simon & Schuster (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-982176-44-0  

A deconstruction of a famed mogul’s 
harmful influence on American business.

Gelles, the “Corner Office” columnist for the New York 
Times, focuses on Jack Welch (1935-2020), CEO of GE from 
1981 to 2001, whom he sees as “the personification of Ameri-
can, alpha-male capitalism, a pin-striped conquistador with the 
spoils to prove it.” Welch joined GE in 1960 after completing 
a doctorate in chemical engineering, soon rising through the 
company’s ranks. Notoriously “impatient, impulsive, and crass” 
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as well as ambitious and energetic, when he took over as CEO, 
he lost no time inaugurating his vision—and that of economist 
Milton Friedman—of “maximizing profits at the expense of all 
else.” GE had been known as a caring company that gave its 
workers exceptional benefits. Welch shattered that reputation, 
enacting massive layoffs, carrying out extensive mergers and 
acquisitions, and turning GE into “a giant unregulated bank.” 
When Welch ascended at GE, writes Gelles, “half of GE’s 
earnings came from businesses dating back to the Edison era: 
motors, wiring, and appliances. Yet Welch, an extremist in all 
he did, drastically overcorrected. Instead of trying to fix Ameri-
can manufacturing, he effectively abandoned it, and would 
soon start shuttering factories around the country and shipping 
jobs overseas.” His influence was far-reaching. By the time he 
retired, 16 public companies were run by men “who had studied 
at his knee.” However, remarked a Goldman Sachs board mem-
ber, “they were just cost cutters. And you can’t cost-cut your way 
to prosperity.” Gelles capably traces GE’s downfall from being 
the most valuable company in the world in 1993 to its begging 
for a bailout in 2008, and he exposes the many business titans 
who followed Welch’s strategies. He sees hope, however, in 
the “handful of idealistic capitalists”—leading businesses such 
as Unilever, PayPal, Patagonia, and Seventh Generation—who 
consider their companies’ impacts on employees, the environ-
ment, and society.

A vigorous argument for a more humane capitalism.

THE RELIGIOUS REVOLUTION
The Birth of Modern 
Spirituality, 1848-1898
Green, Dominic
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (464 pp.) 
$35.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-374-24883-3  

Sprawling history of “an age that 
believed in the infinite advance of knowl-
edge, endured the infinite emptiness of a 
universe without purpose, and succored 

a pantheon of new gods.”
Beginning with Emerson’s famed address to Harvard Divin-

ity School in 1838—in which the philosopher “deliberately pro-
voked the divines by contrasting ‘the Church with the Soul,’ and 
in a manner reflecting dimly on the Church and radiantly on the 
Soul”—Green explores the manifold ways in which traditional 
Western religion was challenged in the decades that followed 
by advances in science, contact with other cultures, social and 
political challenges, and the sheer power of individual person-
alities. “This is the age of the Religious Revolution,” he writes. 

“It is also the age of science and race. This is the age of the Reli-
gious Revolution because it is the age of science and race.” Indeed, 
science and race, in their broadest definitions, undergird most 
of this history, as Western intellectuals and spiritual leaders 
grappled with everything from Darwin’s theory of evolution to 
growing obsessions with the culture of India. Spiritualism, “the 
West’s first post-Christian faith,” plays an important part in this 

story, but only a part. More broadly, Green delivers a history of 
the 19th-century revolt against tradition, when feminism began 
to find its voice and both sexuality and socialism became more 
mainstream. These and many other changes found corollaries 
in the spiritual lives of intellectuals, especially, but regular folks 
as well. The author offers us intriguing glimpses into the lives, 
work, and interactions of such leading lights as Thoreau, Whit-
man, Marx, Baudelaire, and Freud, to name just a few. Green’s 
reach is perhaps too ambitious, and his prose and storytelling 
style are sometimes overheated. Still, his book is an interesting 
examination of how nascent globalism and resentful political 
machinations affected the spiritual tenor of the 19th century 
and laid the groundwork for movements in the 20th century.

A hefty, erudite examination of a crucial turning point in 
modern history.

RAISING ANTIRACIST 
CHILDREN 
A Practical Parenting 
Guide
Hawthorne, Britt with Natasha Yglesias
Simon & Schuster (224 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-982185-42-8  

This anti-biased, anti-racist (ABAR) 
parenting book centers the lived experi-
ences of Black, brown, and Indigenous 

families.
Acclaimed ABAR trainer Hawthorne breaks the text into 

sections: “healthy bodies, radical minds, conscious shopping, 
and thriving communities.” Before moving on to those four pri-
mary elements, the author provides key language that caregiv-
ers can use to both structure their own ABAR journeys and to 
use when working with their children. Regarding healthy bod-
ies, Hawthorne unpacks a wide-ranging set of issues, including 
featurism, colorism, fat phobia, and disability. The section on 
radical minds focuses on liberating language as well as mental 
health. In the discussion of conscious consumption, the author 
provides clear and practical advice for ethical consumption in 
a capitalist society and shows “how conscious consumerism 
connects to collective community care.” Hawthorne’s sec-
tion on community lays out a vision for living in collectives 
in which diverse families can both give and receive support. 
Throughout, the author includes prompts that offer children 
and caregivers opportunities for reflection as well as hands-on 
activities for a variety of age groups. To supplement her argu-
ments, Hawthorne explores the ideas of fellow ABAR activists 
and educators such as Aja Barbe, Tiffany Jewell, Emi Ito, and 
Kira Banks. The book’s resources range from reading lists to 
playlists, encompassing the needs of a variety of learners and 
developmental levels. Among the recommended songs for 

“self-affirmation and empowerment” are Nina Simone’s “To Be 
Young, Gifted and Black” and Bob Marley’s “One Love/People 
Get Ready.” Hawthorne has a gift for making complex, sensitive 
topics accessible, and her tone is both inspiring and comforting. 

“A stunningly comprehensive, thoughtful, and 
practical guide to anti-racist parenting.” 

raising antiracist children



Refreshingly, her approach is truly intersectional, seamlessly 
folding discussions about disability, queerness, and gender iden-
tity into a larger conversation about race. Overall, the creativ-
ity, criticality, and compassion make this book a must-read for 
parents and caregivers. 

A stunningly comprehensive, thoughtful, and practical 
guide to anti-racist parenting.

GAME
An Autobiography
Hill, Grant
Penguin Press (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-29740-7  

A fast-paced and reflective account 
of an extraordinary career in basketball.

There’s a certain melancholic feel 
that runs through Hill’s memoir, espe-
cially because basketball glory often 

comes with debilitating injury. “I have spent most of my life 
running, jumping, starting, and stopping,” writes the author, a 
star at Duke and in the NBA. “Now I do not jump. I cannot 
run….If I golf too much, I am laid up the following day….It sad-
dens me knowing that I will never play [basketball] again. I wish 
I loved golf as much as I loved basketball.” However, that down 
note follows scores of memorable, sometimes iconic moments, 
foremost among them the 1992 NCAA playoff game against 
Kentucky in which Hill launched a long-distance pass to Chris-
tian Laettner, who buried the game-winning turnaround shot at 
the buzzer. Many experts consider the game to be the greatest 
in college basketball history. Growing up in Reston, Virginia, 
with a retired NFL player father and a mother active enough in 
political circles to count Hillary Clinton as a friend, Hill writes 
that he was suspected of growing up so privileged that he lacked 
hunger and was categorized as a “softie” in NBA training camp 
even though he was the third draft pick in his class. He puts the 
lie to that with an evident ethic of hard work and constant self-
improvement, all of which he brought to his post–NBA career 
as a successful TV commentator, entrepreneur, and eventual 
team co-owner (Atlanta Hawks). Hill is also generous in prais-
ing both teammates and opponents, among them an Arizona 
Wildcat squad “whose entire roster was seemingly seven feet” 
and delivered a rare loss to Duke. He also has plenty of kind 
words for the often disliked Laettner. Hill writes affectingly of 
all the physical injuries he suffered while playing for four NBA 
teams, establishing a record of excellence in each. This is a per-
fect complement to Coach K, Ian O’Connor’s recent book on 
Hill’s college coach.

An illuminating exploration of a demanding game by one 
of its greatest players.

FUNNY BUSINESS
The Legendary Life and 
Political Satire of Art 
Buchwald
Hill, Michael
Random House (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-22951-4  

Scenes from the life and career of 
one of the 20th century’s most famous 
satirists.

Art Buchwald (1925-2007) once wrote, “The satirist has his 
job laid out. He must wake people up so they will wake them-
selves.” Few journalists of his time woke up readers as effec-
tively and hilariously. His 50-year career began when he talked 
his way into a job at the Paris edition of the Herald Tribune even 
though his only experience was as a part-time stringer review-
ing films and plays for Variety. At the peak of his influence, his 
column appeared in 550 newspapers in 100 countries and was 
read by Washington power brokers, including presidents. Not 
bad for a Jewish kid from New York who didn’t grow up in the 
usual political-leader demographic and who spent years in fos-
ter homes after his mother was committed to an asylum. In this 
affectionate book, Hill tells the story of Buchwald’s fascinating 
life, marked by bouts of depression that required hospitaliza-
tion, through a selection of his funniest articles and speeches 
and previously unpublished correspondence with members of 
the Kennedy family, William F. Buckley Jr., P.G. Wodehouse, 
and others. Except for a long section on Buchwald’s legal battle 
against Paramount—he sued them for stealing the idea that 
became the film Coming to America—the book is a series of short 
sections that focus on Buchwald’s friendships and writings. 
The result is a tapas bar of a text, bite-sized snacks that add 
up to a satisfying whole. It’s an incomplete picture—Hill men-
tions Buchwald’s play Sheep on the Runway but not his absurdist 
English-language contributions to the dialogue in Jacques Tati’s 
film Playtime—yet Buchwald fans will enjoy revisiting his work. 
Neophytes will get a taste of his style, as in the famous article “J. 
Edgar Hoover Just Doesn’t Exist,” in which Buchwald claimed 
the former FBI director was a “mythical person first thought up 
by Reader’s Digest.”

A heartfelt tribute to one of American journalism’s most 
influential jesters.
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OUR UNFINISHED MARCH
The Violent Past and 
Imperiled Future of the 
Vote—A History,  
a Crisis, a Plan
Holder, Eric with Sam Koppelman
One World/Random House (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-44574-7  

The former attorney general lays out 
the extraordinary challenges minority 

voters face with Republican efforts at voter suppression.
As Holder notes, we are in the midst of “a crisis unlike 

any we’ve faced since the signing of the Voting Rights Act [of 
1965]: American democracy is on the brink of collapse.” Blame 
it on an intransigent GOP that has set up roadblocks to vot-
ing and installed gerrymandered safe districts across the coun-
try. Blame it on Barack Obama, too—or, better, attribute the 
GOP’s concerted efforts on the party’s fear of a Black presi-
dent and determination never to let another Black candidate 
gain that office. At the same time, many GOP operatives 
are working not just to suppress minority votes, but also to 
ensure that the next coup succeeds, “rigging our democracy 
in their favor.” Like many critics, Holder, whose title derives 
from the civil rights march in Alabama that resulted in the 
Voting Rights Act, considers the Electoral College an enemy 
of democracy. He also finds fault in the superannuated, super-
White, superwealthy Senate and in the “minoritarian rul-
ings” of the Supreme Court, made possible in some measure 
because of the Republicans’ blocking of Merrick Garland’s 
appointment to the bench and subsequent installation of Amy 
Coney Barrett, “the kind of hypocrisy that makes the Ameri-
can people hate politics.” Holder writes critically, but he also 
offers a positive program for change that insists that only by 
popular actions, such as voter drives and demands for elec-
toral fairness on the part of elected officials, will that change 
come. It can be done, he adds; part of the work is over the 
long haul, exemplified by the decades it took women to earn 
the right to vote, to say nothing of Black and Native American 
constituencies. Another part is the kind of direct action that 
recently forced the Texas legislature to withdraw the most ret-
rograde provisions of a packet of voter-suppression measures.

A powerful defense of democracy coupled with a thought-
ful survey of the struggle for civil rights.

VOICE OF THE FISH
A Lyric Essay
Horn, Lars
Graywolf (240 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64445-089-5  

Shaped like a discursive, common-
place book, this is memoir as creative 
process.

“How does one write of a self that 
is fundamentally displaced? Of a self 

that, for decades, has seen and not recognised its own body?” 
In Horn’s first book, winner of the Graywolf Press Nonfiction 
Prize, they seek to answer this question, weaving together eru-
dite and personal essays to create a shimmering, watery mosaic 
of trans autobiography richly infused with literature, science, 
history, and myth: “I have always enjoyed a more haphazard, 
more crustacean zigzag through the past,” writes Horn. In the 
first piece, “In Water Disjointed From Me,” the author grapples 
with the pronoun I and their sense of gender in physical and lin-
guistic terms: “Nonbinary, transmasculine—my gender exists, 
for the most part, as unseen, unworried, unintelligible.” Horn’s 

“mother gave me her strange love of aquariums,” and the author 
“wished to not be human, to slip from this world, turn saline.” 
When they were a child, she took performance piece photos of 
young Lars in a bathtub filled with dead squid, next to a shark, 
or, starting at 4, in painful full-body plaster casts, “curated, 
articulated and placed.” While living in Russia, “one of the 
world’s most homophobic countries, my sexuality, always snarl-
ing to the side of me, finally caught up. Bit into this body until 
it showed itself raw, bloodied.” Writing about a huge aquarium 
in Atlanta, Horn writes about how, regarding the concept of a 
gender spectrum, “I just feel like a soul in a strange craft.” They 
also recount in searing detail being attacked and nearly raped 
as well as an “aborted suicide.” A severe injury to Horn’s back 
oddly resulted in the inability to speak, read, or write, so “I tat-
tooed my body with text.” In “some strange, gilled sense,” the 
author writes ruefully, “my body finally breathed.” Though the 
narrative sometimes wanders, Horn’s story sparkles with emo-
tional intensity.

A promising literary debut.

INTERVENTIONS 2020
Houellebecq, Michel
Trans. by Andrew Brown
Polity (314 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-5095-4995-5  

Editorials, occasional pieces, and 
interviews by and with the prickly 
French writer.

“The logical consequences of indi-
vidualism are murder and unhappi-

ness,” Houellebecq tells an interlocutor, going on to spin out 

“A powerful defense of democracy coupled with a 
thoughtful survey of the struggle for civil rights.” 

our unfinished march



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   6 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

 

a soliloquy that takes in quantum physics, the abandonment 
of psychoanalysis, the molecular basis of consciousness, and 
the ecological disasters we’re careening toward. The author’s 
sententious writings are of a piece, if often more personal: He 
doesn’t like going to parties, for instance, and though they can 
be made more tolerable with a “nice dose of hallucinogenic 
plants,” the question still stands, “What the hell am I doing 
with these jerks?” Houellebecq has been deemed a reaction-
ary, but the political stance here is a sort of Cartesian socialism 
with a strong dash of religion—religion not necessarily for any 
reason other than that it “offers the feeling of being connected 
to the world,” and not just any old religion, especially not Islam. 
It’s to that faith that Houellebecq cheerfully admits a profound 
hostility, and one of his best-known literary works is his 2015 
novel, Submission, which depicts a France under Islamist domi-
nation thanks to colluding politicians. The author defends the 
right to Islamophobia, which would seem less likely to get a 
person cancelled in France than in the U.S., but he’s not afraid 
of adding fuel to that particular fire. He’s also one of the few 
European intellectuals to openly praise Donald Trump, though 
for subtle reasons: “Unlike liberals (as fanatical as Communists, 
in their own way), President Trump does not see free global 
trade as the alpha and omega of human progress.” Moreover, he 
adds, Trump’s weakening of ties to NATO and his isolationism 
leave the world stage open for France to reassert its influence. 
Houellebecq closes with a suitably slippery view of the Covid-
19 pandemic, featuring a dour summation: “We won’t wake up, 
after lockdown, in a new world; it will be the same world, but a 
bit worse.”

For readers with an interest in Francocentric views of cur-
rent events.

DIRECT
The Rise of the Middleman 
Economy and the Power of 
Going to the Source
Judge, Kathryn
Harper Business (304 pp.) 
$29.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-063-04197-4  

A wide-ranging business study show-
ing how low prices can sometimes mean 
high costs.

Judge is a Columbia Law School professor and lawyer with 
a background in financial regulation and a long-standing inter-
est in the role that middlemen play in the modern economy. As 
supply chains have grown more complex, the roles and number 
of middlemen have increased. The companies that most clearly 
show this pattern are retail behemoths like Walmart and Ama-
zon, and the author provides several chapters explaining how 
they work. Yes, they have delivered low prices, but they have 
a history of squashing smaller competitors and manipulating 
customers into buying unnecessary items. Long supply chains, 
especially those that extend back to developing countries, 
often make accountability impossible. In this well-researched 

investigation, Judge also examines the roles of intermediaries 
in the finance and real estate sectors, noting the difficulty in 
establishing who they are really working for. She accepts that 
in many cases, middlemen are useful, even necessary. She pro-
vides a list of principles to follow when dealing with middlemen, 
including “follow the fees” to work out who is standing where 
and what value they are adding. As a response to these prob-
lems, the author sees a growing movement toward direct trans-
actions between producers and customers, usually at the local 
level. Small wineries, breweries, and bakeries have led the way, 
but the system is spreading into many fields, fueled by social 
media and local networks. Judge acknowledges that the prices 
can be a bit higher and choices more limited than in a giant 
store, but the positives are personal connections, assured qual-
ity, and transparency. She also proposes a simple question that 
people might ask themselves: Are the low prices of the retail 
heavyweights really giving you a better life? If not, then perhaps 
increasing the direct component of our lives might be an answer, 
working toward a system that is “more just, more resilient, and 
more humane.”

A fascinating and disturbing examination of the modern 
economy and how it works—and who benefits.

ROGUES
True Stories of Grifters, 
Killers, Rebels and Crooks
Keefe, Patrick Radden
Doubleday (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-385-54851-9  

In these days of disposable tweets, 
fake news, and celebrity insta-pundits, 
there is still a place for long-form jour-
nalism, as this sharp collection of essays 

from award-winning writer Keefe shows.
Keefe, a Kirkus Prize finalist for Say Nothing, is one of 

our most diligent investigators and skilled journalists. In this 
gathering of his New Yorker articles, the author covers subjects 
ranging from the counterfeit wine business to Swiss banking 
to the illegal arms trade. Each piece revolves around a particu-
lar person, often a nefarious character—e.g., El Chapo, Dutch 
gangster Wim Holleeder, and Amy Bishop, a university aca-
demic who, after being denied tenure, shot and killed several 
colleagues. Elsewhere, Keefe profiles a lawyer who specializes 
in defending serial killers and mass murderers, and Mark Bur-
nett, who created junky but addictive TV shows like Survivor 
and The Apprentice. In some cases, the author interviewed his 
subjects; in others, he had to piece the story together from the 
opinions of other people and public records, a challenge Keefe 
seems to enjoy. He is aware that examining the background 
of a criminal can make them seem unduly sympathetic, even 
like victims themselves. He does his best to stay on the right 
side of the line, noting that El Chapo, while slightly comical 
in his liking for Viagra and gourmet food, was responsible for 
countless murders. Keefe effectively shows how we can seek 



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

to understand why people commit evil acts without absolving 
them. Some of these articles are more successful than others 
in finding the core of their subject. For example, Keefe clearly 
respects celebrity chef Anthony Bourdain, and he colorfully 
chronicles his explorations of Hanoi’s hawker stalls. So the fact 
that Bourdain committed suicide in 2018, mentioned only in a 
coda, comes as a shock. Nevertheless, there is plenty to like in 
this book, and as always, Keefe writes with flair, color, and care.

Thought-provoking examinations of human motivation, 
choices, follies, and morality.

MEET ME BY THE FOUNTAIN
An Inside History of the Mall
Lange, Alexandra
Bloomsbury (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-635-57602-3  

A deeply researched history of the 
American shopping mall.

“The American dream—bootstraps, 
frontier, white picket fence—did not 
originally include malls,” writes architec-

tural and design critic Lange, author of The Design of Childhood 
and other books. While the enclosed mall had forerunners in 
the shopping centers of an earlier era, the modern mall was a 
postwar innovation brought to the U.S. courtesy of an Austrian 
refugee who had models in the arcades of Renaissance Italy. 
Of course, the American dream embodied by the mall was not 
available to everyone. It was a thing of the suburbs and, as such, 
was racially divided, “born from speculation that a whites-only 
version of the city…would prove to be a better return on invest-
ment.” Later mall developers built in downtown urban areas, 
with race slowly giving way, at least in some places, to a distaste 
for the teenagers who flocked there simply to have someplace 
to go. As Lange writes, one solution was to build game arcades 
in distant corners away from the anchor department stores to 
which grown-ups were drawn. The author covers a great deal 
of ground, and while her narrative sometimes threatens to 
become a data dump, there are numerous fruitful avenues to 
explore—e.g., the role of Muzak in mall culture and beyond, 
the metamorphosis of the mall in different regions, the origins 
of “mall walking,” and the slow, tortured decline of the mall as 
numerous factors—not least of them the advent of online shop-
ping—came into play. Lange concludes by examining the pos-
sibility that the mall might be reborn as something more than 
simply a shopping space by incorporating offices, hotels, and 
even educational centers. And yes, plenty of shops: “Shopping 
isn’t going anywhere, and it’s so much nicer to do it together.”

The mall is dead—but it may yet live again, as Lange’s 
instructive book capably shows.

PRODUCING POLITICS
Inside the Exclusive 
Campaign World Where the 
Privileged Few Shape Politics 
for All of Us
Laurison, Daniel
Beacon Press (200 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-8070-2506-2  

A study of the secret machinery of 
politics that interprets the polls, creates 

the advertisements, and advises the candidates.
Sociology professor Laurison, who worked on Barack 

Obama’s 2008 campaign, draws on interviews with the well-
paid professionals (all pseudonymous) of a shadowy business. 
The author strikes a fairly even balance between Democrats 
and Republicans. Nearly all are White, college-educated, and 
from well-off families—a long way from the composition of the 
national polity. While most genuinely believe that a victory for 
their favored candidate will make the country better, they often 
see voters as passive players to be subdivided by various traits 
and manipulated for their votes, mostly via data. They see the 
candidate as a bundle of positive and negative characteristics 
whose main roles are to shake hands, raise money, and give tai-
lored speeches. Working on a campaign is a grueling, exhausting 
job. Laurison asks, are they effective? Even successful politicos 
acknowledge that a great deal is out of their hands, determined 
by the broader environment and thematic issues. The author 
cites convincing research to show that campaign advertising, 
for example, does not do much, and voter attitudes are very dif-
ficult to change. One of the few campaign activities that seems 
to make a difference is grassroots contact, especially useful in 
reaching disinterested voters. But volunteer-based fieldwork is 
an area that professionals largely disregard. Laurison’s conclu-
sions are interesting, but his own views occasionally distract 
from his reasoned analysis. Because he clearly loathes Trump 
and dislikes those who support him, he offers little examina-
tion of his 2016 campaign. If nothing else, Trump’s tactics—as 
dirty as they were—serve as intriguing examples of a success-
ful insurgency campaign. Nevertheless, Laurison makes many 
important points about how politics reached its current state 
and where it might go from here.

With the midterm elections looming, this detailed study of 
how campaigns work shines valuable light into dark corners.
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DAUGHTERS OF THE FLOWER 
FRAGRANT GARDEN
Two Sisters Separated by 
China’s Civil War
Li, Zhuqing
Norton (368 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-393-54177-9  

A saga of the author’s two Chinese 
aunts that mirrors the convulsive history 
of 20th-century China.

A professor of East Asian studies at Brown University, Li 
chronicles the lives of her aunts Jun and Hong who grew up in 

“a home named the Flower Fragrant Garden, a spacious, verdant 
family compound, one of Fuzhou’s biggest and richest homes.” 
They were inseparable as girls in the 1930s, yet by the time of 
Mao’s cataclysmic Cultural Revolution, they were forced to dif-
ferent sides of the political divide. In the early years, their fam-
ily was prosperous: Li’s grandfather was a former officer in the 
Nationalist Army; served as the province’s salt commissioner, 

“a powerful, ancient position”; and had two wives, Upstairs 
Grandma, the biological mother of Jun and Hong; and Down-
stairs Grandma, mother of the author’s mother. While Jun 
wanted to study to be a teacher, Hong was focused on becoming 
a doctor. However, following the Japanese invasion and ensuing 
civil war, their educations were continually disrupted and the 
family’s tranquility shattered, ushering in an era of dislocation, 
violence, and famine. When the Nationalists were defeated and 
relocated to Taiwan, the bamboo curtain effectively sealed Jun, 
then working in Taiwan, off from the mainland. In the subse-
quent violence of the Cultural Revolution, Hong was forced 
into rural reeducation camps and hounded into renouncing 
all mention of her counterrevolutionary sister, who ran a suc-
cessful import-export business in Taiwan. Hong was eventually 
rehabilitated as a successful women’s doctor, and Li offers a 
moving portrait of the sisters’ reunion after decades of separa-
tion. Throughout, the author capably narrates a poignant story 
of sisterly love and the search for self-knowledge in the face of 
considerable challenges: “These two remarkable and pioneer-
ing women…had fought and won against adversities that might 
have crushed less powerful, determined figures.”

Beautifully woven family memories coalesce into a vivid 
history of two very different Chinas.

AMERICA, GODDAM 
Violence, Black 
Women, and the 
Struggle for Justice
Lindsey, Treva B.
Univ. of California (320 pp.) 
$24.95  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-520-38449-1  

A searing investigation of the violent 
oppression experienced by Black women 
and girls in America.

Lindsey, a professor of women’s, gender, and sexuality stud-
ies at Ohio State, takes her title from Nina Simone’s scathing 
civil rights anthem, “Mississippi Goddam.” Explaining anti-
Black racism as a matter of life or death, Lindsey takes an 
intersectional approach, showing how multiple forms of subju-
gation, including misogynoir, poverty, ableism, and transphobia, 
overlap and embolden one another. In each chapter, the author 
examines a specific form of contemporary violence causing 
irreparable harm. “You can’t support policing and affirm that 
Black lives matter,” writes Lindsey before delineating ways in 
which U.S. policing is rooted in the enslavement of captive Afri-
cans, slave patrols, and the protection of White wealth. The 
author references innumerable sociological studies in addition 
to the works of scholars such as Kimberlé Crenshaw, Angela 
Davis, and Saidiya Hartman. She points to the deaths of Sandra 
Bland and Breonna Taylor, for instance, not as exceptional but 
rather illustrative of a larger underlying issue. “Criminalizing 
Black women and girls’ survival is a distinct form of devaluing 
Black life,” writes Lindsey, “as well as a unique form of racial 
and gender terror.” She recounts her own sexual assault by a 
police officer at 17 to underscore and personalize her argument 
that Black women and girls historically and contemporarily are 
relegated to systemic abuses—and then told to “silently endure.” 
As the author clearly shows, patriarchy, in conjunction with 
capitalism and White supremacy, has harmed Black women and 
girls for hundreds of years. “It is imperative to me as a Black 
feminist,” she writes, “to attempt to talk about all victims in 
life-affirming ways.” The epilogue is a letter to Ma’Khia Bryant, 
a 16-year-old fatally shot by a Columbus, Ohio, police officer 
in 2021: “I understand there’s no such thing as justice for you. I 
can, however, struggle for the abolition of these death-dealing 
systems with the hope that you know your beautiful life is a pro-
pelling force.”

Required reading for all Americans.

“Required reading for all Americans.” 
america, goddam
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HOMETOWN VICTORY
A Coach’s Story of Football, 
Fate, and Coming Home
Lowe, Keanon with Justin Spizman
Flatiron Books (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-250-80763-2  

A former NFL coach recounts his 
experiences coaching high school stu-
dents from a marginalized community.

Lowe’s storyline is the stuff of count-
less memoirs and films: A good-hearted teacher counsels young 
people whom society has sidelined, taking their football team 
into championship territory. After college ball and a brief career 
coaching in the NFL, the author returned to his Portland, Oregon, 
hometown, “the whitest city in America”—in just about every 
neighborhood except that of Parkrose High School, a low-income 
area “where the first programs to be affected when it came to school 
budgets were the sports programs.” The previous three football 
seasons had yielded a record of 0-23. Lowe turned that around, 
against the odds, by insisting that his players were a kind of fam-
ily and treating them accordingly—including the demand that the 
players treat him and each other with respect. To accomplish this, 
he had to sideline some of the best on the roster until they took 
his requirements seriously. In the end, they went up against one of 
the best squads in the city and, of course, won—even if they were 
defeated later in the championship cycle. “The Broncos fought 
and battled,” writes Lowe, “but ultimately didn’t come out victori-
ous in the quarterfinals of the state playoffs. The ride was over, but 
the legendary season would live on forever.” There’s not much sur-
prising in the narrative, though there are a few wrinkles that teach-
ers in wealthier schools might not encounter—e.g., one of the best 
players is homeless, and most grapple with broken homes and lack 
of resources. One memorable moment is when Lowe faces down 
a student armed with a shotgun, a moment he characterizes as a 

“young man…crying for help.” There’s some tough love here that’s 
useful, too, as when Lowe insists, “Anything worth a shit or worth 
achieving takes dedication.”

Inspiring reading for students and teachers striving for 
excellence against the odds.

AFTER STEVE
How Apple Became a Trillion-
Dollar Company and Lost Its 
Soul
Mickle, Tripp
Morrow/HarperCollins (512 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-063-00981-3  

A report on the tech giant’s myriad 
changes following the death of Steve 
Jobs in 2011.

Journalist Mickle, who covered Apple and other Silicon 
Valley companies for the Wall Street Journal, crafts a dynamic, 

eye-opening debut drawing from news articles, court filings, 
published materials, and hundreds of interviews. The fact that 
a sizable portion of Mickle’s source material is derived from 
current and former Apple employees lends his report credence, 
particularly after noting the strict corporate “culture of omertà” 
workers abide by and the challenges he faced accessing informa-
tion from this tight-lipped “iPhone syndicate.” The author doc-
uments how the company’s corporate direction changed after 
Jobs’ death, leaving perfectionist Chief Design Officer Jony Ive 
and former COO and “Apple’s king of commerce” Tim Cook 
in charge. Mickle provides expansive histories on both execu-
tives, and he shows how their combined influence led the com-
pany away from its core values and culture. The author clearly 
shows the increasing tensions between the two leaders and the 
ever expanding differences in how each envisioned the future 
of Apple. The road became especially rocky after several senior 
engineers resigned, after which leadership’s hesitations and 
inability to collaborate effectively created further significant 
problems. Some of Apple’s critical missteps included the glitchy 
Apple Maps app, the tortured development of an intuitive smart 
watch, a flawed initiative for a self-driving car, and the generally 
panicked search for “Apple’s next big bet” while staying ahead 
of rivals. This put Cook and Ive’s experience and resolve to the 
ultimate test. While the results were successful financially, they 
came at the expense of the creative spirit that had defined the 
company for decades. Circling back on his initial discussions, 
Mickle points to what he interprets as the nexus of Apple’s 
soullessness: the ascension of Cook, a democratic, operations-
focused leader who concentrated more on privacy protections 
and profit pyramids than pioneering innovative developments. 
Tech enthusiasts will find this meticulously researched report 
great fodder for debate on the future of Apple as a tech leader.

A focused, perceptive assessment of the evolution of 
Apple’s alchemy. 

TWO BILLION CALIPHS
A Vision of a Muslim Future
Moghul, Haroon
Beacon Press (248 pp.) 
$25.95  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-8070-2465-2  

A scattered tour through the Islamic 
world.

Moghul, who gained acclaim for his 
memoir, How To Be a Muslim: An Ameri-
can Story, returns with a second explo-

ration of Islam from his perspective as a Pakistani American 
author, professor, professional writer, and “thought leader.” 
Less evocative and introspective than his memoir, the author’s 
latest doesn’t advance a true vision so much as “describes what 
Islam has been and what it is, who its heroes are, what its big 
ideas are.” A hodgepodge of personal experience, Islam 101, and 
advice for “the ummah, the global Muslim community,” the 
narrative is disordered and often unclear. If there is a common 
theme, it is a call to a kinder, gentler Islam. Moghul decries the 
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“religion of coldness, hardness, and distance” that he has too 
often experienced. Using pointed historical analysis, he ques-
tions the misguided political nature of Islamic cultures through 
the centuries. Based on the tenets of statecraft, Moghul calls 
for a new version of the “Caliphate of God,” but this concept 
remains vague throughout his text. “We can and must free 
Islam from the grip of religionized politics and politicized reli-
gion, returning it to what it was always meant to be. How to 
talk to God. How to turn back to God. How to instill life with 
everlasting meaning.” It’s an admirable goal, but the book lacks 
concrete action items. The author presents readers with an 
intriguing contrast, writing as a Muslim insider, explaining and 
deconstructing his religion, while at the same time making him-
self out to be an outsider who doesn’t fit easily into his religion 
and admits, “I cannot stay within the confines of traditional 
Islam.” Moghul also embarks on numerous confusing rhetori-
cal side trips and employs a number of clumsy metaphors. He 
is knowledgeable about his subject, but he needs to refine his 
message and his method in order to reach more readers.

Meandering musings on being Muslim.

REBEL
My Escape From Saudi 
Arabia to Freedom
Mohammed, Rahaf with Sally Armstrong
Ecco/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 8, 2022
978-0-06-304548-4  

A harrowing account of a Saudi wom-
an’s triumph over oppression.

In a stark memoir related in shock-
ing detail to Canadian journalist and 

human rights activist Armstrong, Mohammed recounts grow-
ing up under Saudi Arabia’s repressive male guardianship sys-
tem in which “legally, a woman is a nullity.” Raised in an elite 
Sunni family, she was taught the severely puritanical Wahhabi 
version of Islam, “a strict, harsh, unforgiving and repressive doc-
trine driven by coercion and fear.” When she was 7, her mother 
warned her she must always be quiet, submissive, and pious; 
from the age of 9, she had to wear an abaya, a loose, shapeless, 
black garment that covered her whole body; and at 12, she had to 
add a niqab, a mask that exposes only the eyes. “Going outside 
without my niqab covering my face was an offence that called 
for severe punishment,” she writes, “and that’s what they deliv-
ered to me with fists and kicks and slaps.” She could do nothing, 
and go nowhere, without her father’s or brothers’ permission. 
Even at a medical appointment, “when the doctor would ask me 
questions about why I was there or what was wrong, my father 
or my brother would answer and explain to him what I was feel-
ing.” A rebellious young woman, Mohammed boldly questioned 
her teachers, enjoined her younger brother to accompany her to 
the homes of more liberal relatives, and stealthily managed to 
circumvent some restrictions: She first had sex with a girl when 
she was 12; and later with a boy whom she smuggled into her 
huge, multiroom house. She watched films and read forbidden 

books on her phone. Longing for freedom, she found an online 
network of Saudi women runaways who helped her plan an 
escape. Mohammed creates a tense narrative of her desperate 
flight, the efforts of her powerful father to stop her, and the 
determined journalist who came to her aid.

An absorbing chronicle of courage. 

SERIOUS FACE 
Essays
Mooallem, Jon
Random House (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-525-50994-3  

A master essayist ranges far and wide 
with aplomb.

In his latest book, New York Times 
Magazine writer at large Mooallem gathers 
a diverse dozen of his thoughtful, probing 

essays. He suggests that the thread holding them together is one 
line: “Why are we not better than we are?” In an emotional, inspi-
rational essay about B.J. Miller, a triple-amputee palliative-care 
physician, the author describes how Miller has dedicated his life 
to a profound question: “What is a good death?” In a harrowing, 
suspenseful personal piece about a kayak trip with two friends in 
Alaska when Mooallem was in his 20s, the author recounts one 
friend being hit by a falling tree, suffering serious injuries, and 
the unlikely, lifesaving Coast Guard rescue. “This is My Serious 
Face” is a witty essay about Mooallem’s doppelgänger, a famous, 
graceful bullfighter who looked just like him, complete with the 

“conspicuously crooked” face that has people “scrutinizing its 
angles, considering it as an object.” After a heart-rending piece 
on human threats to Hawaii’s endangered monk seals, Mooal-
lem offers up a brief yet profound look at a looming crisis inher-
ent in the “prisoner reentry program” in the U.S., which “tends 
to focus on solving structural problems, like providing housing, 
job training, or drug treatment, but easily loses sight of the pro-
found disorientation of the individual people being released.” 
The author’s narrative prowess is on full display in a powerful, 
tragic essay on the wildfire devastation in Paradise, California, 
leaving “a realm beyond disaster, where catastrophes live.” An 
insightful profile of acclaimed screenwriter Charlie Kaufman—

“known for films so rich with surreality and self-referential 
lunacy that they feel as if they might be spun apart by the force 
of their strangeness, yet miraculously cohere”—playfully col-
lapses in on itself, and Mooallem closes with a reflective inquiry 
on Neanderthals, Gibraltar Man, and how we use flawed infor-
mation to reach feelings of “superiority over other people.” 

A winning, captivating, engrossing collection.

“A master essayist ranges far and wide with aplomb.” 
serious face
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UNDELIVERED
The Never-Heard Speeches 
That Would Have Rewritten 
History
Nussbaum, Jeff
Flatiron Books (384 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-250-24070-5  

Imagining the world as it might have 
been.

Veteran speechwriter Nussbaum high-
lights the contingencies of history by examining crucial speeches 
that, because of a change of events or a speaker’s change of mind, 
never were given. “Each of these speeches,” he writes, “provides 
a window into the fraught moments in which it was penned.” 
Besides offering key excerpts, and in some cases the entire speech, 
the author provides historical and biographical context, close read-
ings for language and style, and speculations about how the speech 
might have altered the course of subsequent events. Among the 
undelivered speeches he identifies are John Lewis’ proposed 
remarks at the March on Washington, D.C., in 1963; Native 
American leader Wamsutta Frank James’ speech at the 350th 
anniversary of the Pilgrim landing at Plymouth Rock; Helen 
Keller’s brief remarks at a suffrage parade in 1913, undelivered 
because of mob rioting; “the speech President Nixon was pre-
pared to make refusing to resign in 1974”; Edward VIII’s equivo-
cation about abdicating in 1939; Dwight Eisenhower’s apology 
in case of the failure of D-Day; Emperor Hirohito’s “shame-
ridden apology for his role in starting World War II”; Condo-
leezza Rice’s foreign policy speech, planned for Sept. 11, 2001; 
and Hillary Clinton’s victory speech in 2016. Some of these 
texts, unearthed by Nussbaum, currently Joe Biden’s senior 
speechwriter, had been filed away for decades. Edward’s words, 
for example were rediscovered after nearly 70 years in docu-
ments released by the British Public Record Office in 2003. His 
plan—quashed by his ministers—“was to say that he wished to 
marry Mrs. Simpson, but neither of them would insist that she 
be queen. He would then go away to a foreign country while 
people made up their minds. If he were called back, he would 
resume his reign with Mrs. Simpson as his consort. If he weren’t, 
he would abdicate.” Nussbaum speculates that if Edward—sym-
pathetic to Germany—had continued as king, the course of the 
war would have been dramatically different.

A fresh perspective on history.

SWING AND A HIT
Nine Innings of What 
Baseball Taught Me
O’Neill, Paul & Jack Curry
Grand Central Publishing (288 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-538-70961-0  

The former MLB star and current 
TV commentator delivers a serviceable 
homily/memoir.

Readers will quickly learn two of 
O’Neill’s tightly held convictions. One is that Pete Rose, his 
erstwhile teammate and coach on the Cincinnati roster, belongs 
in Cooperstown. “I know someone permanently banned from 
baseball can’t be inducted into the Hall [of Fame],” he writes. 

“But I think Pete deserves to be in the Hall for setting the all-
time record of 4,256 hits while playing the game with unbridled 
passion and joy.” The other is that the recent penchant of ball 
players for going for the big hits is misguided, if understandable. 

“They are chasing home runs,” he writes, “and I can’t blame 
them for doing that because, in essence, they’re also chasing the 
largest paycheck.” O’Neill takes undisguised pride in a batting 
style that delivered powerful base hits and line drives, taking 
the ball as it came down the middle of the plate and smacking 
it from a level plane that slightly elevated when bat connected 
with ball. That style drove Lou Piniella, who succeeded Rose, 
bonkers: “Lou wanted me to stay anchored on my back leg, use 
a weight shift to turn on pitches and elevate them, and knock 
them out of the ballpark.” In the end, O’Neill was traded to the 
Yankees just in time for their string of championships in the 
1990s, eventually shifting his batting style just a little. In these 
pages, written with the assistance of veteran sportswriter Curry, 
O’Neill always returns to his pet cause: Chasing homers is well 
and good, “but they will also produce their share of infield pop-
ups, harmless fly balls, and swings and misses. And here’s my 
two cents: Not everyone is or should be that kind of hitter.” It’s 
an argument repeated perhaps one too many times, though the 
author has a point.

Hardcore fans—and would-be grand slammers—might 
enjoy O’Neill’s book, but it doesn’t pack much punch.

JAMES PATTERSON BY 
JAMES PATTERSON
The Stories of My Life
Patterson, James
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  June 6, 2022
978-0-316-39753-7  

One of the bestselling authors of all 
time celebrates his life and career.

Publishing juggernaut Patterson offers 
an upbeat, lighthearted view of his happy 

and productive life to answer two important questions: “How did 
a shy, introspective kid from a struggling upstate New York river 



town who didn’t have a lot of guidance or role models go on 
to become, at thirty-eight, CEO of the advertising agency J. 
Walter Thompson North America? How did this same person 
become the bestselling writer in the world?” In short, punchy 
chapters, the author sketches his childhood in Newburgh, New 
York, where he went to Catholic schools, took piano lessons 
from an elderly nun, played sports, and eagerly accompanied 
his grandfather on early-hour runs delivering frozen foods and 
ice cream. After graduating from Manhattan College, Patterson 
got a full fellowship to a doctoral program at Vanderbilt but left 
after a year for two reasons: Staying would have thrown him 
back into the Vietnam draft lottery, and he didn’t see his future 
in academia. From an entry-level job as a copywriter at Thomp-
son New York, Patterson rose to become creative director 
and, by the late 1980s, CEO. He fashions sprightly anecdotes 
of his work among the mad men of the advertising world. At 
the same time, he was writing at least two bestselling novels per 
year. In 1996, he quit to write full time. Patterson’s prolific out-
put includes several mystery series, children’s books, romance 
novels, and nonfiction, sometimes co-authored: Dolly Parton 
(“down-to-earth, genuine, thoughtful, smart as a whip, funny, 
and self-deprecating”) and Bill Clinton are among his collabo-
rators. Along the way, he’s met scores of famous people whose 
names drop like ripe apples: Tom Cruise, Warren Beatty, Idris 
Elba, George and Barbara Bush, and Clint Eastwood, among 
others. He and his wife have become literacy advocates, donat-
ing books and money to schools and libraries. A list of beloved 
titles appends the memoir.

A brisk, entertaining read.

ATOMS AND ASHES 
A Global History of 
Nuclear Disasters
Plokhy, Serhii
Norton (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-324-02104-9  

Gripping accounts of the six biggest 
nuclear disasters.

In his latest authoritative history, 
Plokhy, professor of Ukrainian history 

at Harvard, spreads the blame widely. Readers will be sur-
prised to learn that, for a decade after Hiroshima, governments 
proclaimed that nuclear radiation was inconsequential. This 
changed in 1954 after America’s “Castle Bravo” test, in which 
an early nuclear weapon turned out to be unexpectedly power-
ful. The explosion dumped radioactive fallout over observers 
and affected islands almost 100 miles away. Government efforts 
could not completely reassure the public, and the anti-nuclear 
movement was born. The most famous American nuclear 
accident was also the least harmful. In 1979, a cooling failure 
at Pennsylvania’s Three Mile Island reactor produced a partial 
meltdown and some release of radiation. No employee was 
badly exposed, and studies showed no increase in cancer rates. 
However, the initial confusion and media coverage “delivered 

a major blow to the nuclear industry.” As Plokhy shows, the 
plutonium factory in Hanford, Washington, remains America’s 
largest environmental cleanup project, but the Soviet coun-
terpart in the Urals is worse: The immense 1957 explosion of a 
neglected waste tank produced damage and disease comparable 
to Chernobyl. The explosions at Chernobyl in 1986 released at 
least 1 million times more radiation than those at Three Mile 
Island, killed thousands, and poisoned an immense area. Those 
responsible had ignored safety rules, and a proper containment 
building, long required in the West, would have confined the 
explosions. When the 2011 tsunami struck, Japan’s Fukushima 
reactors escaped harm, but waves knocked out the cooling sys-
tem. Explosions released perhaps 10% of Chernobyl’s radiation 
levels and forced far fewer evacuations, but few experts take 
comfort in that. Plokhy concludes that these accidents pro-
duced only a temporary glitch in the spread of nuclear power, 
which can never be accident-free, and few outside the indus-
try consider it a safe option for the future. Shelve this excel-
lent account next to James Mahaffey’s Atomic Accidents and Kate 
Brown’s Plutopia.

Hair-raising, instructive, and irresistible reading.

SLAYING THE DRAGON
A Secret History of 
Dungeons and Dragons
Riggs, Ben
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-250-27804-3  

A chronicle of the rise and fall of 
TSR, the company behind Dungeons & 
Dragons.

With a trove of research and candid 
interviews, Riggs investigates the many missteps that would 
ultimately sour “years of stunning success” for the tabletop 
gaming giant. This debut book follows the creation of D&D 
by Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, the incorporation of TSR, 
and Gygax’s eventual ousting from the company in 1985 due to 
slippery shareholder politics. The new CEO, Lorraine Williams, 
was more of a businesswoman than a gamer. Amid declining 
sales of kits and rulebooks, Williams sought success elsewhere 
in the market, overseeing the production of breakout fantasy 
novels and ill-fated gimmicks like VHS–integrated board 
games. TSR failed to retain its staff and took for granted the 
artists and writers who contributed to its occasional victories. 
Eventually, a shifty distribution contract with Random House 
left a “pile of debt…[that] threatened to bury TSR,” which ulti-
mately led to the company’s 1997 acquisition by rivals Wizards 
of the Coast. TSR’s story is inherently compelling, but Riggs 
ceaselessly attempts to conjure additional lore from the com-
pany’s history. He exalts Gygax, referring to him as “Saint Gary” 
numerous times, and descriptions of the old TSR offices repeat 
ad nauseam throughout the text as the author tries to trans-
form the spaces into hallowed grounds. Like his description 
of Gygax’s prose, Riggs is often “labyrinthine and bombastic,” 
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hailing many creators as geniuses and Einsteins of their field. 
Many sections are riddled with rhetorical questions and quickly 
answered. “Was this the end?” Riggs asks in an early chapter. 
This indirect, undercooked storytelling will frustrate many 
readers. Riggs is certainly a passionate raconteur, but one can 
easily imagine a better tale without the unnecessary embellish-
ments. Jon Peterson’s Game Wizards and David Ewalt’s Of Dice 
and Men are good choices for veteran gamers, but it seems the 
definitive history of D&D has yet to be written. 

A compelling corporate saga mired in mythmaking.

OUTDOOR KIDS IN 
AN INSIDE WORLD
Getting Your Family Out of 
the House and Radically 
Engaged With Nature
Rinella, Steven
Random House (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-12966-1  

The noted outdoor adventurer offers 
antidotes to the soft, media-driven lives 

of youngsters.
Rinella is far from the first writer to lament the “indooriza-

tion” of modern kids, but he brings strong credentials to bear 
as a veteran outdoorsman, Travel Channel and Netflix TV 
host, and author of The MeatEater Guide to Wilderness Skills and 
Survival, among other similar books. He begins with a thought-
ful consideration of the late biologist E.O. Wilson’s concept of 
biophilia, the idea that humans are wired to appreciate nature: 

“We already know, both instinctively and empirically, that when 
kids and adults interact with real nature, they get mental and 
physical health benefits.” Granted, Rinella’s kids may take a 
deeper dive than most: In an early passage, he ponders the inter-
action of goopy deer fat, a fast dog, and raiding magpies, the lat-
ter of which perform an interesting calculation to see whether 
they can grab the fat before the dog gets to them. “I recognize 
that butchering deer and feeding fat to magpies might seem a 
bit extreme,” writes the author, “especially for parents who are 
struggling just to get their kids out of the house for an hour-
long hike in the park.” With each interaction with nature, those 
kids learn a little more about how the world works and, by 
Rinella’s, become better-adjusted human beings. So how to get 
the kids to drop their phones and joysticks? The author argues 
that adults must be better gatekeepers of their children’s lives 
through outdoor activities such as hunting, fishing, and hiking 
and by reading about nourishing topics with them indoors—
books about dinosaurs, trees, astronomy, and the like. It’s not 
a foregone conclusion that such skills and knowledge will help 
save the planet—“Our kids will be left to experience, or perhaps 
endure, whatever it is that they inherit from us”—but at least 
they’ll be better prepared for whatever comes.

A smart, ably argued case for taking the kids out of their 
rooms and into the world.

MAGIC SEASON
A Son’s Story
Rouse, Wade
Hanover Square Press (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-335-47517-6  

A gay son and his judgmental father 
bond over baseball.

“I was born in 1965, the unlikely prod-
uct of an ultra-conservative father and an 
independent-thinking mother,” writes 

Rouse. “If Dick Cheney had fathered a child with Cher, I would 
be the result.” His mother, a nurse, was a lifelong Democrat; 
his father voted for Trump. His mother supported him when 
he came out; his father refused to talk to him for two years. 
His mother nurtured his dream of becoming a writer; his 
father derided him. Growing up queer in the Ozarks, Rouse 
felt unable to please his father, who wanted him to be a rugged 
man’s man. Rouse, though, was a disappointment. “My father 
couldn’t teach me baseball, I couldn’t learn to play,” but they 
did follow every game, spring through fall. “The gay kid and the 
Ozarks man listened, watched and attended thousands of Car-
dinals games together.” The Cardinals’ 2015 season forms the 
throughline for Rouse’s frank memoir of his difficult, frustrat-
ing relationship with a man who “was always a bit of a mystery, 
the chemical engineer and logistical human who measured, cal-
culated, weighed everything, even emotion.” His father abused 
alcohol and later painkillers— behavior that was unchallenged, 
like any other problem in the family’s life. For too long, the 
author lied to his family and friends about being gay, and he 
recounts his struggle to own his identity and find love. After his 
mother died in 2009, Rouse saw his father decline physically 
and mentally, becoming dependent on caregivers, including his 
son, who still yearned for closeness. When he visited, they sat 
side by side watching their beloved team. True fans, he notes, 

“always believe that a miracle can happen, that a magical season 
will occur and obliterate all the bad memories that came before. 
A true fan believes in his heart that even a terrible team can turn 
into a great one.”

A poignant memoir of pain and hope.

HAPPY-GO-LUCKY
Sedaris, David
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-316-39245-7  

Sedaris remains stubbornly irrever-
ent even in the face of pandemic lock-
downs and social upheaval.

In his previous collection of original 
essays, Calypso (2018), the author was 
unusually downbeat, fixated on aging 

and the deaths of his mother and sister. There’s bad news in 
this book, too—most notably, the death of his problematic 



and seemingly indestructible father at 96—but Sedaris gener-
ally carries himself more lightly. On a trip to a gun range, he’s 
puzzled by boxer shorts with a holster feature, which he wishes 
were called “gunderpants.” He plays along with nursing-home 
staffers who, hearing a funnyman named David is on the prem-
ises, think he’s Dave Chappelle. He’s bemused by his sister 
Amy’s landing a new apartment to escape her territorial pet rab-
bit. On tour, he collects sheaves of off-color jokes and tales of 
sexual self-gratification gone wrong. His relationship with his 
partner, Hugh, remains contentious, but it’s mellowing. (“After 
thirty years, sleeping is the new having sex.”) Even more seri-
ous stuff rolls off him. Of Covid-19, he writes that “more than 
eight hundred thousand people have died to date, and I didn’t 
get to choose a one of them.” The author’s support of Black 
Lives Matter is tempered by his interest in the earnest consci-
entiousness of organizers ensuring everyone is fed and hydrated. 
(He refers to one such person as a “snacktivist.”) Such impolitic 
material, though, puts serious essays in sharper, more powerful 
relief. He recalls fending off the flirtations of a 12-year-old boy 
in France, frustrated by the language barrier and other factors 
that kept him from supporting a young gay man. His father’s 
death unlocks a crushing piece about dad’s inappropriate, sexu-
alizing treatment of his children. For years—chronicled in many 
books—Sedaris labored to elude his father’s criticism. Even in 
death, though, it proves hard to escape or laugh off.

A sweet-and-sour set of pieces on loss, absurdity, and 
places they intersect.

HOW THE WORLD 
REALLY WORKS 
The Science Behind 
How We Got Here and Where 
We’re Going
Smil, Vaclav
Viking (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-29706-3  

A scientific panorama of our well-
being and how it can be sustained in our 

current tumultuous times and beyond.
In seven chapters, Smil, the author of more than 40 books 

on science, nature, and current affairs, explores the science 
behind essential contemporary topics: energy generation, 
food production, material dependence, globalization, large-
scale risks, responses to environmental threats, and predic-
tive uncertainty. The author aims to combat the widespread 

“comprehension deficit” about basic scientific facts, and he 
seeks to “explain some of the most fundamental ruling reali-
ties governing our survival and our prosperity.” That aim is 
marvelously achieved, as Smil sheds needed light on how 
global populations depend on particular technologies and 
industrial processes while debunking common mispercep-
tions. Chief among these is the assumption that large-scale 
decarbonization is plausible in the near term. As several chap-
ters demonstrate, we will most likely remain dependent on the 

consumption of massive amounts of fossil fuels for decades to 
come before alternative energy sources can be scaled to meet 
global demand. The author provides a revelatory overview 
of where human health and affluence come from, how they 
might be preserved in spite of alarming signs of ecological col-
lapse, and which specific disruptions to them, such as those 
posed by viral pandemics or climate change, are actually most 
threatening. Throughout, Smil exposes the dubious assump-
tions of so-called “catastrophism,” the conviction that human 
life is doomed to extinction in the near future, as well as 

“techno-optimism,” an equally misplaced faith in the ingenuity 
of engineers to deliver utopian solutions to all our existential 
challenges. The author’s sober and illuminating assessment of 
contemporary realities shows how challenges can, seemingly, 
be managed in the coming decades even if the precise means 
of doing so—and the various complications that will inevita-
bly unfold—cannot be reliably ascertained in advance. 

An exceptionally lucid, evenhanded study of the scientific 
basis of our current and future lives.

CABIN FEVER
The Harrowing Journey of a 
Cruise Ship at the Dawn of a 
Pandemic
Smith, Michael & Jonathan Franklin
Doubleday (272 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-385-54740-6  

The story of a stranded cruise ship at 
the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic.

In this gripping work of narrative 
nonfiction, journalists Smith and Franklin share the stories 
of the passengers and crew of Holland America’s Zaandam. In 
early March 2020, the ship was set to depart Buenos Aires on 
a monthlong journey around the tip of South America before 
ending at a dry dock in Port Everglades, Florida. As the authors 
note, the majority of the more than 1,200 passengers were 
seniors from around the world—three-quarters over 65, and 
many were in their 80s. The ship also contained approximately 
600 crew members from various nations who typically worked 
in close quarters seven days per week for more than 12 hours per 
day. Unknown to most passengers, “forty-eight minutes before 
the Zaandam’s departure, the U.S. State Department posted a 
warning about COVID-19 that was as unprecedented as it was 
unambiguous: ‘American citizens, especially those with under-
lying conditions, should not travel by cruise ship.’ ” Though 
news about the virus had been circulating, Holland America 
had refused refunds. Additionally, according to passengers, 
safety protocols were lax during boarding, despite assurances 
to the contrary, and social events continued largely as normal. 
At the first stops on their ports-of-call list, however, the pas-
sengers could sense the tension. Locals had become afraid of 
the virus arriving in their areas by cruise ship and wanted them 
out. When similar concerns spread around the world, ports 
began to close, and the ship faced dwindling supplies and an 
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overwhelmed medical staff, which consisted of only two doc-
tors and four nurses. The authors skillfully capture the fear and 
claustrophobia that set in as increasing numbers of passengers 
and crew members began to fall victim to the then-mysterious 
illness, requiring quarantine, as well as the struggles they faced 
during their journey back home and beyond.

A riveting real-life drama that may reawaken your Covid-
19 fears.

THE HIGH DESERT 
Black. Punk. Nowhere.
Spooner, James
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-358-65911-2  

A sometimes bitter and brittle, 
always heartfelt memoir of growing up 
as a Black punk rocker in rural California.

“Apple Valley, California, like most of small town America, 
sucks.” So writes Spooner in this probing graphic memoir. The 
high desert of the title is a place where “you can count on dirt, 
desolation, and despair.” As the author reveals, you can also 
count on the anomie that leads some kids to drugs, some to 
suicide, some to neo-Nazism. His White mother, “raising a 
black son on her own,” coped as best she could to protect the 
young man. There was plenty of harm to face, with an absence 
of role models and plenty of reasons to keep one’s head down 
to avoid the inevitable high school bullying. Spooner found 
solace in punk rock and its accouterments—mohawk haircut, 
combat boots, etc.—all of which only drew more attention 
to him. There weren’t many role models in punk, either, for a 
young man of color, even though bands like Black Flag had “two 
tone” and minority members—all good reason to found a punk 
band of his own. Spooner is a discerning student of his own past 
and the movement he joined. As he notes, punk was steeped in 
politics, especially of the intersectional sort that rejected rac-
ism, sexism, homophobia, and Reagan-era retrograde culture. 

“Punk positioned me to listen,” he writes. A sojourn in New York 
to visit his father, an award-winning professional bodybuilder 
from St. Lucia, occasioned an encounter with even more politi-
cal punks, to say nothing of Joey Ramone, and helped him 
launch a number of zines as well as a record label. “This is what 
punk inspired,” he writes at the close of his eloquent latter-day 
rejoinder to Chuck Klosterman’s Fargo Rock City.

A lively, inspirational tale that will point young readers 
toward art, music, and resistance of their own.

ILLUMINATED BY WATER
Fly Fishing and the Allure of 
the Natural World
Tallack, Malachy
Pegasus (352 pp.) 
$27.95  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-63936-165-6  

A lyrical look at fly-fishing.
Even for those who have never 

picked up a fishing rod, this poetic 
book has a lot to say about the pro-

cess of finding the things that are truly important. Tallack, 
a Glasgow-based writer and musician, has been an enthusi-
astic angler since childhood. The author alternates between 
his ruminations about fishing and his experiences of visiting 
streams and lakes around the world, from Scotland to Can-
ada to New Zealand. He provides a history of fly-tying and 
the ethics of fishing, and he recounts his hopes that angling 
will eventually become less Anglo-Saxon and less male. The 
quiet joy of it, he writes, should be open to everyone. Tal-
lack’s particular interest is trout, but he is willing to pursue 
salmon and carp if the need arises. These days, the author is 
more likely to catch and release his quarry rather than kill 
and eat it. Many fishing clubs encourage this approach to 
ensure stocks remain healthy, and a few demand it. Because 
most of the fish caught by recreational anglers won’t be eaten, 
some may wonder why the sport is so important to those who 
participate. Of course, many of the best fishing spots are in 
places of great natural beauty, and there is a sense of getting 
back to a primal, uncluttered sensibility. But that is not the 
whole story, notes Tallack. It is not just about the scenery 
or patiently waiting for a bite. Paraphrasing art critic—and 
fisherman—Robert Hughes, Tallack writes that “pleasure [is] 
to be found not only in the achievement of something, but 
in the expectation of it….Submitting to a timescale…that is 
not your own, can free you from the need for patience alto-
gether.” The author explains all this in lucid, unhurried prose, 
and he can turn a good phrase.

An engaging book that will make many readers head for 
the nearest stream to toss in a line.

THE DIVORCE COLONY
How Women Revolutionized 
Marriage and Found Freedom 
on the American Frontier
White, April
Hachette (272 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-306-82766-2  

An engaging portrait of a little-
known time in American history when 
the phrase going to Sioux Falls was synony-

mous with divorce and select women had the rare opportunity to 
control their own destinies.



In this absorbing, thoroughly researched account, White, 
a senior editor at Atlas Obscura and former editor at Smithsonian 
magazine, puts readers directly into the lives of four inspira-
tional women in late-19th-century America. At a time when 
states determined their own divorce laws—and when it was 
often impossible for women to advocate for themselves—Sioux 
Falls, South Dakota, offered a chance for them to reclaim their 
freedom. They need only live in the frontier city for 90 days to 
establish themselves as residents, and then they were free to file 
for divorce and potentially unbind themselves from their part-
ners, many of whom were ill-tempered, philandering, abusive, 
or even murderous. Husbands and wives weren’t always at odds, 
however, as some colluded on the matter and worked toward 
a mutually beneficial end to their marriages. Interwoven with 
the biographical information about the women are in-depth 
examinations of what society, the church, and political figures 
felt about the Sioux Falls loophole and the increasing number 
of broken marriages, and White shows how those opinions 
factored into the creation of divorce laws throughout the U.S. 
Leaders of both church and state, writes the author “would 
attack this scourge with religious condemnation, legal obsta-
cles and expense, new legislative restrictions, and the threat of 
ostracism.” Particularly interesting are the opinions of suffrag-
ists of the day. What might seem to be a given—that women’s 
rights activists would support fewer barriers to divorce—is 
in fact more problematic, as the author demonstrates. Other 
delightful insights include the women’s various levels of com-
mitment to the residency ruse. As always, divorce was easier for 
those with money and status.

White effectively humanizes her subjects while remaining 
faithful to telling nothing but the fascinating truth.

WHO KILLED JANE 
STANFORD?
A Gilded Age Tale of Murder, 
Deceit, Spirits and the Birth 
of a University
White, Richard
Norton (384 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-324-00433-2  

Historical true-crime tale involving 
an unsolved murder and the tumultuous 

early years of a prestigious university.
An award-winning historian and MacArthur and Guggen-

heim fellow, White became intrigued by the unsolved mystery 
of the death of Jane Stanford (1828-1905), who, with her hus-
band, railroad magnate Leland Stanford, founded a university 
to memorialize their dead son. When Jane died suddenly in 
Honolulu, witness statements and an autopsy indicated poi-
soning, but by the time her body arrived in San Francisco, the 
notion of a crime had been quashed. White uses the coverup 
to create a lively detective story exposing “the politics, power 
struggles, and scandals of Gilded Age San Francisco,” includ-
ing those that roiled the Palo Alto campus. Jane was wealthy, 

impetuous, and domineering. The university, intellectually 
mediocre and struggling financially, “was for all practical pur-
poses” whatever the Stanford family wanted it to be, and its 
faculty and administration were harassed by Jane’s “whims, 
convictions, resentments,” and her ardent belief in spiritual-
ism. She was surrounded by bickering servants, duplicitous 
lawyers, and rivalrous family members, but university trustee 
George Crothers, Jane’s confidant and legal adviser, worked 
assiduously to prevent her from undermining her own inter-
ests and the future of the university. He agreed with others 
that a murder trial “could reveal the controversies within the 
university, resurrect old scandals, and reveal new ones. All this 
would embarrass and threaten important people and institu-
tions.” Indeed, White believes that Stanford’s death may have 
saved the university and certainly the job of its president, 
David Starr Jordan, whom Jane wanted to fire. “Jordan never 
mastered Jane Stanford while she lived,” writes the author, 

“but death made her malleable.” He eulogized her with praise. 
White identifies many individuals with a motive to poison 
Jane; advised by his brother, Stephen, a writer of crime fiction, 
he homes in on one culprit. Although at times White’s impres-
sive findings slow the pace, he fashions an engaging narrative.

An entertaining tale of money, power, and malfeasance.

THE SHORES OF BOHEMIA
A Cape Cod Story, 1910-1960
Williams, John Taylor
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-374-26275-4  

Stories of artistic rebels and intellec-
tual anarchists on Cape Cod.

A lawyer, literary agent, and longtime 
Cape Cod resident, Williams draws on 
personal interviews, memoirs, biogra-

phies, and cultural histories to create a generous, commodious 
portrait of the communities of artists and writers who flour-
ished on the Cape from 1910 to 1960. Cheaper than Greenwich 
Village, where many of them lived, they came to the sleepy, 
shabby villages of Provincetown, Truro, and Wellfleet “dedi-
cated to radical political reform, a new exploration of personal 
relationships free from Victorian strictures, and the search 
for a new ‘American’ voice in writing, painting, architecture, 
and theater.” Through the years, the towns attracted a stellar 
population of playwrights (Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams, 
Susan Glaspell) who presented their work at the Provincetown 
Players; poets (Edna St. Vincent Millay, e.e. cummings); novel-
ists (Mary McCarthy, Robert Nathan, Norman Mailer); artists 
(Edward Hopper, Anni Albers, Hans Hofmann); literary critics 
(Edmund Wilson, Daniel Aaron); activists (John Reed, Eliza-
beth Gurley Flynn); editors (Max Eastman, Philip Rahv); and 
scores more. Some were drawn to communism and anarchism, 
all to intellectual rebellion; some enjoyed independent wealth, 
others struggled financially. Together, they created a bohemian 
world of “cocktails, beach parties, and long, boisterous dinners, 
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“Williams draws on personal interviews, memoirs, biographies, 
and cultural histories to create a generous, commodious 
portrait of the communities of artists and writers who 

flourished on the Cape from 1910 to 1960.” 
the shores of bohemia
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all liberally fueled by alcohol.” Even during Prohibition, alcohol 
flowed freely, sometimes spurring creativity and freeing inhibi-
tions, often eroding “professional promise and domestic happi-
ness.” Men and women changed partners so often, some readers 
may have difficulty keeping track. Children suffered, ignored or 
even abandoned by self-absorbed parents. “When mixed with 
multiple divorces,” Williams notes, “the world they created for 
their children was both unsafe and enticing.” Williams sets the 
inhabitants in historical and political context: women’s suffrage, 
labor strikes, the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti, two world wars, 
the Depression, the Spanish Civil War, antisemitism, and a hunt 
for communists, all of which had an impact on their lives, loves, 
friendships, and work.

An intimate view of creative lives in turbulent times.

THE END OF THE WORLD IS 
JUST THE BEGINNING
Mapping the Collapse of 
Globalization
Zeihan, Peter
Harper Business (512 pp.) 
$35.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-063-23047-7  

Geopolitical strategist Zeihan 
argues that we are heading toward a 
period of deglobalization, with ensuing 

chaos and disaster.
The author believes that the period between 1980 and 2015 

was an aberration in human history: an era of plenty, reliability, 
and relative stability. Going forward from 2022, he writes, every-
thing is going to become more expensive and more difficult to 
obtain. He traces part of the problem to demographic struggles, 
as rapidly aging populations are leading to significant decreases 
in viable labor forces. Another issue is the withdrawal of Ameri-
can leadership on the global state, including the protection of 
the vital sea lanes that made globalization possible. The most 
recognizable element is climate change, undermining food pro-
duction in key parts of the world. Zeihan predicts that nations 
will increasingly resort to aggressive tactics to ensure their own 
security, with the emergence of regional blocs dominated by the 
player with the biggest guns. Countries that depend on trade 
will find it tough going. The U.S. is in the best position due to 
its natural resources, agricultural capacity, industrial base, and 
inherent adaptability. However, notes the author, radical reform 
and increased costs are inevitable. Zeihan is enthusiastic in his 
writing, and he covers a great deal of territory, some of it in 
superficial or questionable fashion. Are countries really going 
to develop their own pirate fleets to seize supply ships? Will 
the U.S. establish a quasi-empire of the Americas, using food 
as a weapon of intimidation? Is China facing collapse within 
a decade? Predictions of world-ending resource depletion and 
geopolitical disaster have been made before—and often. The 
Club of Rome and Paul Ehrlich were saying it in the 1970s, and 
their fears turned out to be misplaced. Humans face significant 
obstacles, but that has been the case for centuries. The climate 

crisis, however, has never been more urgent. Zeihan captures 
that sense, at least, but his cynicism was more palatable in  
Disunited Nations. 

The book has entertainment value, but some of the mate-
rial should be taken with many grains of salt.
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KAPAEMAHU 
Wong-Kalu, Hinaleimoana, Dean 
Hamer & Joe Wilson
Illus. by Daniel Sousa
Kokila (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-53006-1 

ESCAPE
Alexander, K.R.
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-338-26047-2  

A new virtual-reality theme park 
goes haywire on a crowd of young 
  victims, er, visitors in Alexander’s latest 
screamfest. 

Having scored one of just 100 cov-
eted preview tickets to a cutting-edge, 

kids-only venue dubbed ESCAPE, budding amusement park 
fan and designer Cody Baxter is looking forward to a life-
changing experience. What he gets is more of a life-threat-
ening one, as games and rides with names like Triassic Terror 
and Haunted Hillside not only pit him against a monster and 
then zombies—or sometimes a monster and zombies—as well 
as ruthless competing players, but seem tailored to play on 
individual personal terrors. And, in some never explained way, 
the VR quickly turns into real battles that inflict real wounds 
even as the real settings shift with sudden, dizzying unpredict-
ability. Teaming up with loyal new friends Jayson Torn and Inga  
Andersdottir, the former described as being Japanese and 
White and the latter as Norwegian, Cody (who seems to 
default to White) struggles for survival, learning ultimately 
that ESCAPE was created by an evil genius with an ulterior 
motive who is convinced that he can teach children a salutary 
lesson. The plot’s no more logical in its twists and contriv-
ances than the premise, but the author’s knack for spinning 
out nightmarish situations is definitely on display here as the 
tale careens toward a properly lurid outcome.

Thrills galore for gamers willing to go along for the ride. 
(Light horror. 9-12)

AGENT STITCH
A Study in Slime
Behling, Steve
Illus. by Arianna Rea
Disney Press (240 pp.) 
$12.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-368-06710-2  

Stitch and his crew must travel to 
Paris to save the world from intergalac-
tic evildoers.

The famed character from the 
Disney movie Lilo & Stitch is on a family trip with Lilo, Nani, 
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Each April, the Academy of Ameri-
can Poets’ National Poetry Month 
is a joyful opportunity to celebrate 
the enduring appeal and power of 
verse. Young people are particular-
ly fortunate in the wealth of poetry 
titles available to them, from rhym-
ing picture books and poetry anthol-
ogies to verse covering genres from 
realistic fiction to nonfiction on a 

broad range of subjects. These early 2022 titles for mid-
dle-grade readers offer a sampling of riches to dive into.

Moonwalking by Zetta Elliott and 
Lyn Miller-Lachmann (Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, April 12): This richly ren-
dered verse novel set in 1980s Brook-
lyn and narrated in two voices tells 
the story of two boys from differ-
ent backgrounds who forge a close 
friendship. After neurodiverse Pol-
ish American JJ Pankowski moves 
from Long Island to Brooklyn, he’s 
put in his middle school’s honors 
program. There, he meets Puerto Rican and Congolese 
American Pie Velez, a child with heavy home responsi-
bilities whose passion for art matches JJ’s for music.

Wave by Diana Farid, illustrated Kris Goto (Camer-
on Kids, March 29): In this deeply emotional, beautifully 
illustrated verse novel set in Southern California in the 
1980s, rising ninth grader Ava is the daughter of a Per-
sian immigrant single mom. Ava experiences a blissful 
sense of escape from her pressing worries through music, 
poetry, and surfing. Immersing herself in the sights and 
smells of the ocean offers respite from her OCD, feel-
ings of cultural dislocation, and worries about her best 
friend’s cancer recurrence.

Golden Girl by Reem Faruqi (Harper/HarperCollins, 
Feb. 22): The Pakistani American tween at the center of 
this heartwarming story is relatably imperfect: Aafiyah is 
a well-intentioned girl who loves her family, enjoys play-
ing tennis, values her Muslim faith, collects unusual facts—
and struggles with kleptomania. When life’s stresses pile 
up—her father is detained in Dubai as the family travels 
home to Atlanta from Karachi, and her beloved grand-
father’s cancer causes financial strain—she’s tempted to 
do something with major consequences.

Alias Anna: A True Story of Outwit-
ting the Nazis by Susan Hood with 
Greg Dawson (Harper/HarperCol-
lins, March 22): This verse biogra-
phy, co-written by the son of one 
of the subjects, tells the remark-
able, breathtaking story of Zhanna 
and Frina Arshanskaya, Jewish sis-
ters from Ukraine who were among 
the few to escape the Nazis’ mass 
killings at Drobitsky Yar in 1941. At 
ages 14 and 12, they were able to obtain help from kind 
strangers and start new lives with forged papers. Talent-
ed pianists, the girls survived World War II while per-
forming across Europe.

On the Move: Home Is Where You Find It by Michael 
Rosen, illustrated by Quentin Blake (Candlewick, Feb. 
8): This collaboration between two children’s litera-
ture legends resulted in a collection of poems explor-
ing themes of family, dislocation, and loss accompanied 
by haunting and atmospheric illustrations. Inspired by 
Rosen’s own family’s history, including tragic deaths dur-
ing the Holocaust and a British childhood colored by ca-
sual antisemitism, this tribute to human resilience tells 
stories of migrants and refugees that echo across many 
times and places.

Star Child: A Biographical Constel-
lation of Octavia Estelle Butler by Ibi 
Zoboi (Dutton, Jan. 25): A visionary 
Black science-fiction legend whose 
writing resonates more powerfully 
than ever is the focus of this work 
that blends poetry, prose, photo-
graphs, and quotations from Butler 
herself. Young readers get to know 
Butler’s life, personality, and sources 
of inspiration as well as details about 

the times in which she grew up and which deeply influ-
enced her writing. Zoboi’s evocative writing includes 
concrete poems among other varied formats.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

MIDDLE GRADE  |  Laura Simeon

poetic riches for young readers
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Pleakley, and Jumba when he is called by the Grand Council-
woman of the Galactic Federation to assist with finding Cobra 
Bubbles and stopping the Snailiens from taking root on Earth. 
Stitch becomes an official Galactic Detective Agent, and with 
Lilo, Pleakley, and Jumba in tow, he hunts down the Snailiens in 
Paris. Behling’s story is simple: Following a set of rules from the 
GDA Official Handbook, Stitch puts aside his normally destruc-
tive tendencies to prove his worthiness as an agent. Behling 
breaks the fourth wall, often addressing readers directly, some-
thing that is nicely incorporated in a way that is not jarring. The 
Snailiens are a harmless threat—marshmallows are their kryp-
tonite—suitable for younger readers. The book includes a brief 
summary of the plot of the movie, so prior knowledge of the 
original animated film is not necessary. The pace moves along 
well, thanks in part to Rea’s illustrations; some of the story’s 
progress occurs only through comic panels, giving it a graphic 
novel feel. The simple plot, appealing art, and familiar charac-
ters add up to make this an engaging read.

Accessible and entertaining. (Science fiction. 7-11)

SERENGETI
Plains of Grass
Bulion, Leslie
Illus. by Becca Stadtlander
Peachtree (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-68263-191-1  

An introduction to the animal and plant life of the vast 
grasslands of the Serengeti, a UNESCO World Heritage site.

In Bulion’s latest blend of science and poetry, the Serengeti’s 
complex ecosystem is described, from the impressive migra-
tions of large mammals to the roles played by the smallest insects. 
Beginning and ending with a brief overview of the region, each 
two-page spread features a four-line verse inspired by the Swa-
hili poetic form utendi with accompanying factual information. 
Alongside zebras, giraffes, and cheetahs, readers encounter dik-
diks, waste paper flowers, secretary birds, and black mambas. 
The poems are scientifically informative (“wildebeests feast on 
shorter swards / oxpecker birds are stowaboards”), evocative 
(“butterflies flutter at nectar wells”), and a delight to read (“low-
ground growth is nimbly used, / fleet gazelles nibble gnu-mown 
grass”). Another highlight is the thoughtful detail in the expres-
sive paintings conveying the dynamism of both the land and 
the animals; Stadtlander is especially gifted at portraying the 
beauty of the Serengeti at various times of day. Bulion’s closing 
note briefly touches upon numerous threats to the Serengeti’s 
ecosystem including climate change, tourism, domestic crops 
and livestock, poaching, and road construction. Unfortunately, 
the Indigenous Maasai are largely omitted from this account; a 
reference to the negative impact of human population growth 
is not given sufficient context and may feed into controversial 
notions of overpopulation.

Charmingly illustrated and beautifully written but lacking 
in Indigenous human context. (note on poetry, glossary, orga-
nizations, further reading, map) (Informational poetry. 7-11)

A DRAGON USED 
TO LIVE HERE 
Cate, Annette LeBlanc
Candlewick (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-5362-0451-3  

The winding tale skeptical Thomas 
and his pesky but acute little sister, Emily, 
tease out of crusty Meg McThorn, super-
visor of the castle scriptorium, includes a 

fire-breathing dragon, knights, wee folk, and the possibility of 
hidden treasure—and so seems hard to believe. 

However, as Meg tartly asserts, it’s not a “Once upon a time” 
thing but “a completely true story, with real people I actually 
know.” But was the siblings’ mother really once the dragon’s 
captive—until she helped their father “rescue” her? Are there 
crocodiles in the moat? And gryphons and tricksy pixies in the 
nearby woods? Tucking scores of cozy, crosshatched sketches 
into her short chapters as well as sly literary winks in the form 

“Clever, multistranded, and off the charts in read-aloud potential.”
a dragon used to live here
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of ironic banter and sibling squabbles (Emily, despite being 
only 9, nearly always comes out on top), Cate nets readers in a 
web of story as deftly as Meg nets her own audience of two. As 
past becomes prologue to what happens after the children have 
adventures of their own, and their noble parents finally come 
back from, as Thomas puts it, “a stuffy conference about moldy 
old books and scrolls and manuscripts written in languages no 
one speaks anymore,” Meg’s yarn turns out to be verifiably true…
or mostly. The female contingent leads the all-White cast, but 
the boys and men put on decent enough showings, and despite 
occasional fraught turns, no one, draconic or otherwise, ends 
up slain.

Clever, multistranded, and off the charts in read-aloud 
potential. (Fantasy. 8-11)

SAVING THE BUTTERFLY
Cooper, Helen
Illus. by Gill Smith
Candlewick Studio (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-5362-2055-1  

Two young siblings survive a perilous 
journey across the sea and start a new life 

in a new country. 
The only remaining survivors on a refugee boat, the young 

boy and his older sister are rescued and taken to “a broken 
house.” Each sibling experiences the aftermath of their journey 
differently. While the younger one embraces his new reality and 
ventures outside to explore and make friends, his sister is more 
hesitant; unsure of the future, she stays indoors, traumatized by 
memories and “hiding from the dark in her mind.” Confused as 
to why his sister won’t come out to play, the boy brings her a but-
terfly that ultimately shows both siblings that healing requires 
patience and time. The idea that sometimes we can feel many 
complicated emotions all at once comes through loud and clear. 
The mixed-media illustrations use dark hues to convey the girl’s 
feelings of isolation, loss, and uncertainty and vivid colors to 
depict moments of hope and courage. While the story never 
reveals the exact circumstances surrounding the children’s dis-
placement, the lyrical text gently captures their yearning for 
safety and their togetherness. The protagonists and other chil-
dren at the refugee shelter have light brown skin. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A layered story that humanizes the refugee experience. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

LOST IN THE 
MUSHROOM MAZE
Costa, Ben & James Parks
Illus. by Ben Costa
Aladdin (304 pp.) 
$13.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-66591-069-9 
Series: Dungeoneer Adventures, 1 

A multispecies squad of student 
explorers escapes numerous threats 
to life and limb in the trackless Fungal 

Jungle.
Switching to a hybrid format and aiming at younger read-

ers, the creators of the Rickety Stitch and the Gelatinous Goo 
graphic novel series craft a ponderously didactic adventure in 
which new arrival Coop Cooperson demonstrates leadership 
qualities by mediating conflicts and keeping his nonhuman 
Dungeon Academy classmates together and on task in between 
brushes with toothy monsters and other narrow squeaks. 
The cast includes lots of monsters, not to mention a student 
body composed of imps, goblins, bugbears, and similar folk 
with silly names like Oggie Twinkelbark or Zeek Barfolamule  
Ghoulihan (the requisite bully). The tale takes a dismally 

“A layered story that humanizes the refugee experience.”
saving the butterfly
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familiar turn, however, when Coop, who reads as White, leads 
his team into an ambush by a reclusive tribe of small mushroom 
people who speak stilted English, at first threaten to cook and 
eat him, then end up kneeling before their savior after he slays 
a monstrous spider that was threatening them, a plot twist that 
unfortunately evokes racist tropes. (Rather than stay and be 
their god king, though, he nobly elects to return with his team 
to the academy and get a coveted Junior Dungeoneer badge.) 
The narrative passages, with layout designed to be accessible to 
new chapter book readers, are liberally strewn with grayscale 
cartoon scenes that offer frantic action and reaction shots as 
well as additional dialogue.

Plot-driven but weighed down by heavy-handed moraliz-
ing. (Illustrated fantasy. 8-11)

THE SHELTERLINGS
Durst, Sarah Beth
Clarion/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-358-35039-2  

Hoping to enhance her magical pow-
ers, a clever squirrel embarks on a jour-
ney of self-discovery.

Holly lives at the Shelter for Rejected 
Familiars with other disappointed ani-
mals. All shelterlings once hoped to 

become wizards’ familiars, but when their magical powers were 
deemed too insignificant to be of use, they were sent instead 
to the shelter, a pleasant enough place but one none of them 
wanted to end up in. Holly’s supposedly useless magic is an abil-
ity to conjure pastries; her barn owl pal, Gus, can transform 
himself into a granite statue; and a lemur named Periwinkle 
finds lost things. When beaver Charlie, a former shelter resi-
dent, suddenly returns seeking help in locating seven magical 
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ingredients critical to recasting a spell to cure the shelterlings’ 
defective magic, Holly volunteers. Despite her misgivings, she 
longs for adventure and surprises herself by negotiating with a 
greedy dragon to retrieve a magical flower, convincing a hungry 
orca to recover a magical pearl, and coaching Periwinkle to find 
a piece of fallen star. When Holly discovers Charlie intends to 
betray the shelterlings by transferring their magical powers to 
himself, she must stop him. In an action-packed finale, Holly 
and the shelterlings rely on one another and discover their 
unusual magic may not be useless after all. The bevy of animal 
characters with their peculiar personalities and special powers 
provide humor and variety.

An amusing, fast-paced fantasy with an impressive rodent 
hero. (Animal fantasy. 9-12)

THE PATRON THIEF 
OF BREAD 
Eagar, Lindsay
Candlewick (448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5362-0468-1  

An 8-year-old urchin, “one-fourth 
street dirt and three-fourths stolen food 
scraps,” finds herself caught up in an ago-
nizing struggle to reconcile conflicting 
loyalties.

The Crowns, a ragged band of waifs, is the only family Duck 
has ever known—so when its sneering, verbally abusive leader 
proposes planting her in a bakery as an apprentice to steal 
food and money, she is eager to prove herself. However, Master 
Griselde Baker is not only sharp as a tack, but possessed of a 
heart and capacity for love as outsized as her exceptionally tall 
and sturdy body. So it isn’t long before Duck’s walls of fear and 
silence begin to crack, along with her resolve. In interleaved 
chapters Eagar lays down another, tragicomic, storyline nar-
rated by a gloomy gargoyle that has been overlooking the town 
for more than a century from atop an abandoned, partly built 
cathedral and feeling useless while railing at pesky pigeons and 
insulting its fellow grotesques. The author does make these 
lines converge at the end in a (literally) miraculous climax, but 
more impressive are the ways she not only wields atmospheric 
language to make both her vaguely medieval, vaguely French 
setting and the art and craft of bread making vivid, but kneads 
her protagonist (the two-legged one) into a resilient, respon-
sible soul who can stay true to everyone she loves no matter 
how difficult or disagreeable. The main human cast is White 
presenting; two supporting characters have brown skin.

Ambitious, absorbing, and, at times, mouthwatering. (His-
torical fantasy. 11-15)

ULTIMATE GAMING 
SHOWDOWN
England, M.K.
Illus. by Chris Danger
Random House (288 pp.) 
$13.99  |  $16.99 PLB  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-43340-9
978-0-593-43341-6 PLB 
Series: Player vs. Player, 1 

In the online world of Affinity, gam-
ers play to win.

Four exceptionally talented and highly ranked Affinity play-
ers have just learned that the game will be hosting a top-level 
team tournament with incredible prizes. Though each of the 
tweens is individually a skilled and successful player, they’ll 
need to rely on one another to win. Personal issues threaten to 
get in the way of each team member’s tournament performance. 
Josh, their leader, has a dad who can’t stand his passion for video 
games. Larkin is gaming behind her parents’ backs—her home 
has a strict no video games policy—but she wants nothing more 
than to become a professional gamer. Hannah’s mom works 
long hours but still can’t afford high-speed internet, so Hannah 
games mostly at the public library or at school. Wheatley is hid-
ing a huge secret that may change the way his teammates feel 
about him and jeopardize his spot on the team. The stakes are 
high, and the competition is fierce. Each member of the newly 
christened Weird Ones team must slay their own demons in 
order to rise to the top. The characterizations and the world of 
Affinity are well developed and compelling in this ode to virtual 
gaming and real friendships. Danger’s dynamic artwork adds to 
the sense of excitement. Josh is Chinese American; other char-
acters are assumed White.

A highly readable blend of gaming action and real-world 
problems. (game manual, character illustrations) (Fiction. 9-14)

THE LONELY GHOST
Ford, Mike
Scholastic Paperbacks (256 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-338-75797-2  

Sisters struggle to make a haunted 
house feel like home.

As the Chapel family settles into 
Blackthorn House, which they plan to 
renovate, seventh grade fraternal twins 
Ava and Cassie go through the awkward 

transition of being the new kids at school. But the sisters make 
fast friends on the bus with two girls who show them around, 
and all four bond quickly over their similar reading interests. 
When their new friends reveal that Blackthorn House has a 
reputation for being haunted, Ava worries about Cassie, whose 
behavior starts to change after discovering a creepy, childish 
drawing beneath the wallpaper. Ava finds out more about the 
past residents, who include sisters Lily and Violet Blackthorn 

“Ambitious, absorbing, and, at times, mouthwatering.”
the patron thief of bread
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Four years ago, Aru Shah and the End of Time broke new 
ground by reimagining the tale of the Pandava brothers from 
the great Indian epic, the Mahabharata. Aru and her sisters nav-
igate their awkward tween years while questing through the 
celestial Otherworld. It’s a journey that explores family bonds, 
friendship, and, most of all, belief in one’s self. This richly lay-
ered story enthralled readers with its humor, adventure, and 
window into Hindu cosmology. As the first book published 
in the Rick Riordan Presents imprint, its instant success not 
only established it as a modern fantasy classic, but emphasized 
the demand for stories that championed female empowerment 
and multicultural representation. 

This beloved series is now concluding with the fifth book, 
Aru Shah and the Nectar of Immortality (Rick Riordan Presents/

Disney, April 22). The final adventure begins with the group 
dealing with loss and heartbreaking betrayal. The heroines 
are extremely vulnerable and racing against a clock that is 
ticking ever closer to world destruction. Author Roshani 
Chokshi spoke with us about the series finale via Zoom from 
her home in Georgia. The conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity.

How does it feel to say goodbye to these characters?
It is very bittersweet. They’ve lived in my head and my heart 
for so long. Their character attributes are taken from my own 
experiences as a monstrous adolescent, adventures with my 
friends, and conversations with friends and family. It’s strange 
knowing that I’m not going to have to sit down and spend six 
months wrestling with them to stop bantering so we can kind-
ly return to the plot. There’s a certain alchemy to being able 
to write a series as opposed to a duology or a stand-alone, and 
readers and writers really get the chance to watch a character 
change over the course of multiple books. Those changes are 
small and gradual and a lot more reflective of the changes that 
we go through at that age. 

How fun was it to reimagine the Pandavas as tween girls?
I had a blast. I learned a lot of those stories from my grand-
mother, who told me tons of Hindu myths. My mother would 
fill my head with Filipino folklore and ghost stories. The most 
rewarding thing about playing with retellings and mythology is 
that you get to ask why and what if constantly. Hindu myths ab-
solutely celebrate that you could be a girl in one life, a dude in 
the next; it does not matter. A soul has no gender. I didn’t really 
feel like it was super revolutionary to reimagine the Pandavas 
into women. I felt that I had been allowed to do that based on 
all the stories that I had read. 

The Pandavas are powerful heroines but also relatable 
to many readers.
When we think about writing characters, we often start with 
what does someone want? But for me the things that stick the 

Sm
an Sharm
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WORDS WITH…

Roshani Chokshi
The fantasy novelist brings her bestselling series to a close—and 
considers its impact
BY SOPHIE KENNEY
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most are what makes me feel guilty. It is sometimes that feeling 
of shame that sculpts us the most when we are that young. We 
don’t want to do something embarrassing, we don’t want to be 
ostracized, we despair at being rejected. That sense of shame is 
something that really makes the girls relatable to readers. We 
know exactly the thing that eats away at them. I gave them all 
the things that I’ve also felt or that my closest friends and fam-
ily have felt when they were 13 [and] 14. Every emotion is the 
size of the horizon, and it feels infinite because we have nothing 
to compare it to at that age. It awakens all these emotions that 
are conflicting. I hope readers feel they can relate to the bond 
of [the] sisters, that it also gives them permission to feel what-
ever it is that they’re feeling and to know, most importantly, that 
they’re not alone.

Parent-child relationships really shaped each charac-
ter’s motivations and personality. 
Family dynamics are the heart and soul of the series. Some-
times the people we love the most do the most hurt and dam-
age, subconsciously. These parent-child relationships, they’re 
complex, and hurt can come even when there’s not a drop 
of malice intended. That’s one of the heartbreaking things 
about growing up, especially with immigrant communities. 
Our families have fought so hard to give us a better life—the 
sacrifices that they have made, the way that they so desper-
ately want for us to be happy, can end up feeling like walking 
with a thousand paper cuts. There’s a lot of beautiful heal-
ing that comes from growing older and seeing their perspec-
tive and having open conversations and good communica-
tion. Sometimes, the ability to feel safe with ourselves and 
to feel safe asking for love can come from our friends before 
it comes from our closest relatives. They can model that for 
us and give us the strength to say it’s OK to reach out. It’s 
good to move on and forgive. And you are perfect, just the 
way you are.

Untold narratives from female characters and how they 
are remembered are an important thread throughout 
the series. Was this a result of your own curiosities from 
childhood?
It was certainly a response to stories that I heard as a child. Sto-
ries that, at a fundamental level, disappointed me. You can have 
this incredibly powerful person get turned into a rock for 10,000 
years. Or it’s like, she was so in love with him that she perished 
on the spot. Why did it end like that? There has to be a better 
explanation. Give me more depth, give me reasons why people 
make the worst choice. One thing that I’ve always found so re-
warding about Hindu mythology is its presentation that indi-
viduals are so very complex. Even in those stories or myths, the 
people who are considered to be the villains are capable of great 
acts of kindness. Sometimes [they] are even the foils of heroes 
themselves, whom we see make mistakes repeatedly. I wanted 

to be able to share that complexity and nuance with the women 
in the stories as well.

This series exposed many readers to Hindu cosmology. 
How did you approach writing for an audience that may 
be unfamiliar with these stories?
There are quite a lot of counterparts when we consider Zeus, 
the [Greek] god of thunder. Indra is also the god of thunder. Not 
necessarily thinking about it in terms of parallels, but remind-
ing myself that what most interested me was the stories related 
around these deities. It will probably not satisfy everyone, and 
people have many, many opinions about it. You’re playing with 
an active religion; both my husband and I practice Hinduism. 
For me, that negotiation came down to where do I, as someone 
who practices this faith, feel comfortable? Also the reminder 
that what’s comfortable for me doesn’t have to be comfortable 
for everybody else. Maybe the best thing that can come out of 
it is that hopefully Aru has helped make room at the table for 
more stories like this. 

What do you hope readers take away from Aru’s story?
My greatest hope is that they take away a sense of curiosity, that 
they remember to question what is being told to them. It’s OK 
to interrogate and important to also recognize that there is nu-
ance everywhere. It’s something that feels like it’s lost these days. 
Myths and folklore remind us that these things are mutable, 
that everything depends on who’s telling the story. 

Sophie Kenney is a youth services librarian in Illinois. Aru Shah and 
the Nectar of Immortality received a starred review in the March 
15, 2022, issue
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from the early 20th century. When the girls listen to a cas-
sette tape that was hidden inside a wall, they are frightened 
by its recording of a séance conducted in 1978. Ava’s concerns 
increase as Cassie’s changes and challenges begin to mirror 
those of a prior Blackthorn resident. Ava and her new friends 
scheme about what to do when an increasingly troublesome 

“polterghost” makes an appearance. Main characters are White; 
Ava and Cassie’s new friends are racially diverse. Ford delivers 
a quick read with gentle frights and familiar themes that will 
appeal to middle-grade readers and fans of plot-oriented stories 
with supernatural twists.

An appealing ghost story for budding book lovers. (Paranor-
mal. 8-12)

CHARLIE THORNE AND THE 
CURSE OF CLEOPATRA
Gibbs, Stuart
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5344-9934-8 
Series: Charlie Thorne, 3 

How better to celebrate a 13th 
birthday than by following clues to a 
priceless treasure hidden for more than 
2,000 years while being hotly pursued by 

armed thugs and Black Ops units?
Still by far the smartest person in every room she enters, 

Charlie continues her quest to track down the world’s greatest 
treasures while keeping herself and the fantastically dangerous 
formula only she knows out of the hands of an increasing num-
ber of intelligence agencies and other bad actors. A bit of ancient 
steganography sends her, with her half brother, Dante, and his 
partner, Milana, both CIA agents, from Giza to the Acropo-
lis, the Roman Forum and then the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art—for, at each stop, a new clue or artifact paired to heavy  
infodumps about the locale’s historical and archaeological high-
lights. Not to mention one or more ambushes with, occasion-
ally, gunfire, one or more high-speed chases (including one in 
a chariot, which is at least different), and chances for Charlie’s 
overachieving sidekicks each to take out entire squads of gun-
men sent by the Israeli Mossad, the Egyptian Mukhabarat, an 
Egyptian billionaire, and even the CIA. The prize turns out to 
be worth the kerfuffle, but even though this is only the third 
episode, the plot is all manufactured action strung together 
with mechanical predictability. The characterizations are 
equally facile. Multiracial Charlie is described as having globally 
diverse racial origins.

Rattles along to thrill-a-minute tracks, but the series 
shows signs of losing steam. (Action adventure. 10-14)

HIGH SCORE
Howell, Destiny
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-338-74671-6  

A 12-year-old mastermind concocts a 
multifaceted plan to thwart the school’s 
underground kingpin. 

DJ is new to Ella Fitzgerald Middle 
School and has done a good job of stay-
ing off the radar and not running any 

scams since his transfer. That is, until Conor, the best friend 
he’s ghosted all summer, shows up in his new classroom. In less 
than a week, Conor has managed to get on the bad side of Lucas 

“Lucky” Ford and his sidekick, Mariposa Diaz, the two students 
responsible for every school racket. Now, in order to save Conor 
from being socially exiled, DJ has agreed to help him procure 
100,000 tickets to Starcade, a nearby video game arcade/pizza 
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parlor that is a favorite destination for the students, even if it 
means returning to the very life he tried to leave behind. The 
boys set their sights on the Mega Starcade across town. How-
ever, a project of that magnitude means putting a crew together. 
They need to find someone charismatic to provide distraction 
and another who’s imposing for the muscle, as well as plan for 
every pitfall in case things go awry. DJ’s inviting first-person 
narration will make readers feel like they’re in on the action, 
making this Ocean’s Eleven–esque page-turner even more engag-
ing. Clean, straightforward dialogue and charming characters 
increase the appeal for readers looking for a satisfying story. DJ 
is Black; Conor and most of the cast are assumed White. 

An exciting and entertaining heist story. (Adventure. 8-12)

EXILE FROM 
SHADOWCLAN 
Dev. by Hunter, Eric
Written by Dan Jolley
Illus. by James L. Barry
HarperAlley (224 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-06-304327-5
978-0-06-304326-8 paper  

Thoughtful, asthmatic cat Night-
pelt is banned—along with most of his 

elders—from living with the rest of the feral cat tribe Shadow-
clan—and soon becomes the de facto leader of the exiles.

Jolley and Barry have produced another amazing graphic 
novel. Warriors fans and new readers alike will enjoy following 
Nightpelt’s musings and actions as he helps his group figure out 
how to survive the upcoming Leaf-bare, or winter, and worries 
over the behavior of Brokenstar—Shadowclan’s new, bullying 
leader—whom he ultimately has a personal face-off with. In 

“Starclan willing, this series will continue.”
exile from shadowclan
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both the text and clean, dramatic, full-color art, the balance 
between typical cat behavior and the transparently human 
thoughts, emotions, and even ideologies expressed by the clan 
cats is exquisitely portrayed. One small example lies in how the 
storyline integrates the tale of a depressed mother cat, griev-
ing her dead kitten, whose eventual healing is represented by 
her return to stalking small mammals and contributing their 
corpses to the community’s food supply. More pointed is the 
reprehensible idea of kittens as child warriors. While experi-
encing the exciting plot’s twists and turns, readers will simul-
taneously ponder larger questions about violence, power, codes 
of law, community values, metaphysics, and individuals find-
ing their niches. Despite the deep and serious themes, humor 
abounds—especially in the frequent wordplay that translates 
common human expressions into feline terms. The satisfying 
ending hints of further drama.

Starclan willing, this series will continue. (Graphic fantasy. 
8-12)

POWER OF FLIGHT
A Pick-Your-Path Adventure
Khan, Hena & Andrea Menotti
Illus. by Yancey Labat
Penguin Workshop (272 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-22485-4 
Series: Super You!, 1 

This multistranded adventure pro-
vides many possible endings to the story.

Readers are put in the role of the 
protagonist, addressed directly by the omniscient narrator as 

“you”: At summer camp, you take a trip to the Center for Avian 
Science, where you are scratched by a large, fierce bird, events 
depicted in dynamic black-and-white comic panels. Afterward, 
you discover you can fly, and you are presented with your first 
choice: Do you tell the camp nurse about your new abilities, or 
do you mislead her? From there, it’s a mad dash through various 
scenarios. Many of them involve scenes with the nefarious Dr. 
Zeus. Will your encounters with him tempt you to behave badly 
or inspire you to do good? Some choices lead to death, includ-
ing by goop. Others lead to a mediocre existence after losing 
your superpower. And then there’s Hector, the big bird who 
scratched you: Do you free him? Only one path leads to great-
ness, while another leads to villainy. The number of options is 
rather dizzying, and readers will spend hours exploring the pos-
sibilities, most of which present moral dilemmas. There’s lots 
of excitement for readers as they race to find the correct page 
to finish the version they’ve started, wherever that may lead. 
Black-and-white illustrations depict characters who appear 
White; names signal some ethnic diversity in the cast.

Plenty to entertain in each storyline; will keep readers 
absorbed. (Adventure. 8-12)



THE LAST FALLEN MOON
Kim, Graci
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-368-07314-1 
Series: Gifted Clans, 2 

Riley Oh sets out on another quest—
this time into the afterlife—determined 
to fix all the problems she’s caused. 

Thirteen-year-old Riley succeeded in 
saving her sister, Hattie, and her magi-

cal clan from their vindictive goddess, but not without a price. 
Her clan has lost their magic, and, though Hattie is back, she’s 
still weak, and she’s not getting better. Feeling as though she’s 
let everyone down, Riley decides to track down a new patron 
for her clan in order to restore their magic. The only prob-
lems: She’ll have to go to the Korean Spiritrealm to find him, 
and she doesn’t want to endanger anyone else she cares about. 
Along with the mysterious Dahl, Riley explores the underworld, 
which oddly resembles New York City and in which spirits are 
given tour guides and sentenced to vacations instead of trials. 
Despite the restructuring, something isn’t right in the Spirit-
realm, and fixing it will have consequences in the land of the 
living. With dry humor and rough-and-tumble theatrics, Riley’s 
story continues as she grapples with guilt, belonging, and her 
own identity and self-confidence (Riley is Korean American 
and was adopted by her Korean family). The novel deftly bal-
ances the fun and the serious. The stakes are high, though 
Riley simply wants to do the right thing for her family and her 
community.

A nonstop, Korean-inspired fantasy adventure that also 
tackles darker emotions. (glossary) (Fantasy. 9-13)

HANA HSU AND THE GHOST 
CRAB NATION
Liu, Sylvia
Razorbill/Penguin (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-35039-3  

In the near future, corporations 
secretly run governments, and most 
teens and adults use neural implants that 
allow them to be online at all times. 

Twelve-year-old Chinese American 
Hana can’t wait for next year, when she’ll finally be old enough 
to activate her neural implant just like her mother and older 
sister. After Hana is chosen to study at the prestigious Start-
Up school, she learns about a new process that will fast-track 
her date for being meshed to the multiweb. At Start-Up, Hana 
meets new friends—Japanese and Jewish Charlene, who goes 
by Chuck, and Latinx Tomás—who each have their own per-
sonal motivations for succeeding. The trio compete against 
other students in virtual reality challenges that test their abil-
ity to use boosts, or digital enhancements that provide artificial 

intelligence, strength, or sensory awareness. Suspicious events 
at the school coupled with warnings from others trigger Hana 
to investigate. This smart science-fiction thriller envisions a 
technologically advanced future America in which Chinese 
culture plays a prominent role and which is still grappling 
with concerns like climate change, classism, and monopolies. 
In addition to these larger timely issues, Hana navigates com-
plex family dynamics (among other things, her father died one 
year ago, and her grandmother has dementia) and burgeoning 
friendships in this layered work that invites critical questioning 
of reliance on technology. 

A suspenseful glimpse into a dystopian America domi-
nated by technology. (Science fiction. 9-12)

HOGGY WENT-A-COURTIN’
Long, Ethan
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-8234-5148-7 
Series: I Like To Read Comics 

A basketball-playing pig learns the 
value of teamwork.

Hoggy is eager to show off his b-ball 
skills to all the other animals on the 
court. He demonstrates how well he can 

dribble and convinces the others to let him play. Hoggy is joyful, 
eager to participate, and proud of how good he is at the game…
but maybe a bit too proud. True to his name, he hogs the ball 
and is a bad sport. Will he learn that friendship and playing with 
others are about sharing and cooperation? This early reader’s 
simple format allows beginner readers to remain focused on the 
text while enjoying splash pages, sound effects, and the small 
details that make the visual experience of a comic so much fun. 
Children who understand basketball will appreciate the techni-
cal parlance, though other, less informed readers will not miss 
out thanks to visual and context clues. Hoggy’s story is also a 
well-crafted lesson in how to deliver a meaningful apology. The 
book’s title is a spin on the old Scottish folk song “Froggy Went 
a-Courtin,” although this story bears no resemblance to the 
plot of the ditty. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sporty introduction to the rules of friendship. (Graphic 
early reader. 8-10)

SECRET OF THE 
SHADOW BEASTS
Magras, Diane
Dial Books (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-7352-2932-7  

In Brannland, small, elite cadres 
of teenage knights defend the people 
against the terrifying shadow beasts that 
roam between gloaming and dawn.

“A sporty introduction to the rules of friendship.”
hoggy went-a- courtin’
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Even though Nora Kemp was identified at 7 as one of the 
rare immune children eligible to become knights, her father 
refused to let her join the MacAskill Orders. Then he was killed 
by a beast. Now 12, Nora finds her life changed forever when she 
successfully defends her mum against a pair of the giant spiders 
known as Aranea umbrae and is whisked into service as a knight 
despite her total lack of training. At Noye’s Hill, the castle that 
serves as the Orders’ headquarters, Nora displays uncanny raw 
talent in simulated battle (nurtured in part by her hours of 
video game play) and is appointed to the Order of the Hawk. 
The novel’s formula is cozy and familiar: Nora faces initial hos-
tility within her Order but quickly proves herself, for instance. 
Its brittle worldbuilding (names point to a Brannland that is as 
robustly multicultural as its analog, Britain, but there’s no sense 
of a world beyond its borders) and arbitrary plotting (Nora’s 
sponsor easily allows her to bring forbidden personal items into 
Noye’s Hill), however, require tolerant readers. Magras’ warm 
character development and keen sense of pacing help. Nora 
presents White; her fellow knights are a diverse bunch and 
include a trans girl who uses hearing aids and a Muslim boy with 
two hijabi mums. 

Absorbing action eases readers over the bumps. (map) 
(Fantasy. 10-12)

FRIENDS LIKE THESE
Méndez, Yamile Saied
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-338-74948-9 
Series: Horse Country, 2 

A sixth grader contends with both 
a stubborn horse and the reluctant first 
student in her ranch’s new scholarship 
program.

In this sequel to Can’t Be Tamed 
(2022), ranch manager’s daughter Carolina Aguasvivas contin-
ues adjusting to changes at their Idaho ranch. Her friendship 
with Chelsie, the new owner’s daughter, has cemented, and the 
two are excited about launching the scholarship program they 
initiated for kids who can’t afford riding lessons. Carolina is 
anxious, fearing that its success will hinge on its first recipient’s 
providing a rave review to the program’s sponsor; unfortunately, 
things get off to a rocky start when 10-year-old Gisella turns out 
to be afraid of horses. Originally from Venezuela and homesick 
after moving from Miami, Gisella also seems to prefer hang-
ing out with Chelsie, who is patient with her nerves and whose 
Spanish is strong thanks to her Argentine dad. Though she 
knows some Spanish from her own father’s side of the family, 
Carolina feels left out of Chelsie and Gisella’s Spanish conversa-
tions. Making things worse, Shadow, the horse Carolina’s been 
assigned to ride, refuses to take direction from her. But nothing 
is as bad as it seems, and things look up when Carolina realizes 
she can communicate in more ways than simply by telling oth-
ers what to do—including by paying close attention to unspo-
ken signals and teaching by example. This heartwarming story 

thoughtfully presents tween relationships alongside appealing 
animal content.

A compelling read about learning to work well with others. 
(Fiction. 8-12)

HAMMER, VOLUME 1
The Ocean Kingdom
Odin, Jey
Saturday AM (224 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-7603-7683-6 
Series: Hammer, 1 

A young lad who can turn his hands 
into huge hammers wishes himself into 
the storybook that swallowed his father.

In episodic chapters that each start 
off in color then switch to line drawings, spiky-haired Stud 
Hammer discovers that his newly discovered superpower 
doesn’t make him any friends in his village but proves useful 
both in pounding monsters in his world and, after he’s sucked 
into watery Ocean City, hooking up with stern young Detective 
Dan and his big sister, ocean police commissioner Diane, to bat-
tle a supertough hammerhead shark political activist. Catering 
to readers who delight in continual slugfests with massive sound 
effects, the art is stuffed into cramped panels of wild (if hard 
to follow) action, and the plot jerks along from one set piece 
to the next, cutting off abruptly in a brief lull between battles. 
The special abilities displayed by Stud and several others are 
judgmentally characterized as “abnormal” in the equally patchy 
dialogue—when it’s not devolving into variations on “What the 
crap!!!” or weak banter in which “chubby” or “Mr. Chubs” are 
repeatedly used to insult Dan. Dan, Diane, and some associates 
are dark-skinned merfolk kitted out with tails and legs. Stud and 
other human Swirls, as those humans with magical mutations 
are called, are occasionally given a light toning, but in the mono-
chrome scenes are generally left as unfilled figures. 

Insensitive language isn’t the only rough spot, but younger 
fans of action manga may be entertained. (Adventure comic. 10-13)

ONYEKA AND THE ACADEMY 
OF THE SUN
Okogwu, Tolá
McElderry (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-66591-261-7 
Series: Onyeka, 1 

A young British Nigerian girl tangles 
with her hair’s true power. 

Onyekachi hates her hair. She wishes 
there was a way to magically make her 

mass of gravity-defying, comb-breaking curls and coils behave. 
Maybe then she would fit in and not draw negative attention. 
Her overly cautious Mum constantly reminds Onyeka that 

“A delightful blend of adventure, heart, and Afrofuturism.”
onyeka and the academy of the sun
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she needs to blend in and not cause trouble. Onyeka is dutiful 
except when it comes to her best (and only) friend, Cheyenne, 
another British Nigerian girl. When Chey nearly drowns at 
the pool, Onyeka’s hair forms a lifesaving bubble around them. 
Later, her mother reveals that Onyeka is a Solari, just like her 
missing father, and decides they must return to Nigeria to find 
him and help her gain control of her Ike, or powers. Scared and 
excited, Onyeka arrives at the Academy of the Sun, a Solari 
boarding school, while Mum heads off alone in search of her 
father. Unfortunately, Adanna, Onyeka’s new roommate, is 
cold, rude, and the school’s top student. While Onyeka slowly 
settles in, tragedy strikes: Her mother goes missing. This first 
series entry shines brightly as a tale of overcoming emotional 
scars, gaining confidence in our gifts, and forming new bonds. 
Onyeka’s journey with her hair, both as the vessel of her magic 
and as a Black girl, is beautiful to witness. The rich worldbuild-
ing makes the solar-powered Nigerian techno-wonderland feel 
palpable. The final twist will create a hunger for more.

A delightful blend of adventure, heart, and Afrofuturism. 
(Fantasy. 9-13)

GREEN EYES AND HAM
Penney, Mary
Harper/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-06-269693-9  

Real friendships are built on mutual 
support and trust. 

Thirteen-year-old Abraham “Ham” 
Hudson’s life changes dramatically when 
his pastor mother has a cardiac event, 
forcing her to work less and focus more 

on her health. To help her reduce her workload, which includes 
being his home-school teacher, Ham agrees to attend public 
school. Eighth grade starts out with mixed results: Ham will 
be attending with his new neighbor and first ever friend, Fey, 
a girl whose family moves frequently due to her prison guard 
parents’ job transfers, making her the perpetual new girl. Ham 
also quickly discovers that his love of running makes him a good 
fit for the cross-country team, but it’s here that he runs afoul of 
Bijou, a competitive girl who must prove herself the best even if 
it means breaking others down. Ham also encounters Micah, a 
mysterious boy with startling green eyes and a magnetic person-
ality. Ham is smitten and is pulled into Micah’s alluring but risky 
adventures—ones that lead to a near-fatal incident that helps 
Ham understand the true meaning of friendship. As a character, 
Ham is a friendly, likable, and wide-eyed narrator, which is both 
the strength and weakness of the story. Some readers may enjoy 
his good-natured innocence; others may grow frustrated at his 
unrelenting gullibility. The story is amusing but feels like a des-
sert: very sweet but ultimately just empty calories. 

Earnest but verging on hammy. (Fiction. 9-12)

THE BAD DAY
Preston-Gannon, Frann
Templar/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-5362-2378-1  

A variety of forest critters experience 
misfortune. 

A squirrel is at a loss: “Oh no—I 
climbed up high / to get this yummy nut. 

/ And now I’m here, though it appears / I am completely stuck!” 
A snake has twisted itself into a knot; a tortoise has flipped 
onto its shell; a woodpecker’s beak is stuck in a tree trunk; a 
mouse is trapped in a fox’s stomach; and the fox has a bellyache. 
The squirrel realizes that if they all help one another, they can 
free the mouse from the fox’s belly. The illustrations show the 
various animals grappling with their predicaments then solving 
them by working together. “If I just turn myself around / and 
use this tail I’ve got, / the bird can fly down from the tree… / and 
loosen up Snake’s knot,” says the squirrel, for example. Written 
in rhyming verse, the book conveys an important message in an 
engaging way: If we all work together and help one another, we 
can accomplish things we could not do alone. The ink, pencil, 
and paint illustrations incorporate lots of textures, color varia-
tions, and small details (like insect friends on multiple pages) 
that will hold young readers’ interest, inviting them to return 
to the story again and again. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An easily digestible lesson in teamwork with animal appeal. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

MCTAVISH ON THE MOVE
Rosoff, Meg
Illus. by Grace Easton
Candlewick (96 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-5362-1376-8 
Series: McTavish Stories 

Rescue dog McTavish helps his 
young human adjust when they move to 
a new house.

The fourth installment in the McTa-
vish Stories series sees the tightknit Peachey family moving to a 
new neighborhood thanks to Pa Peachey’s new job. Moving also 
means changing schools for Betty and Ollie but not for oldest 
child Ava. While the three siblings are not thrilled about leaving 
behind the only home they have ever known, Betty, the young-
est, is the one most anxious about the big changes ahead. Even-
tually, though, we all—even dogs—have to face the unknown 
and take the first step into a new life. And having a canine pal 
like McTavish can help when it comes to making new friends. 
This fast-paced transitional chapter book is peppered with 
well-placed grayscale illustrations. They show that the Peachey 
family members have pale and tan skin tones and that Betty’s 
classmates are casually diverse. The story can be used to teach 
children about the dangers of taking dogs into public spaces 
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and not penning them up when appropriate. In a book that gen-
erally feels old-fashioned, the appearance of a mobile phone is 
a bit jarring.

A story of family transitions and childhood milestones 
that marks another fine addition to a cozy British series. (Tran-
sitional chapter book. 7-10)

FRANCES IN THE COUNTRY
Scanlon, Liz Garton
Illus. by Sean Qualls
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-8234-4332-1  

A young city girl experiences the 
attractions of the countryside.

Energetic Frances feels confined 
in her city home and struggles to obey 

the many rules of urban living. A much-appreciated trip to her 
cousins’ farmhouse in the country allows Frances space to run 
and play. Frances and her two cousins splash in a pond, chase 
cats, race one another on quiet country roads, ride in a hay cart, 
and more. Back in the city, her mother and sister realize that 
life is rather dull without Frances around, and when she returns, 
although she no longer has the freedom of movement she 
experienced in the country, she is happy to be home where she 
belongs. The text’s use of repetition creates a distinct rhythm 
that makes this a good choice for read-alouds. Qualls’ signature 
textured illustrations, done in acrylic paint, collage, and pen-
cil, elevate and add character to this simple tale, using a palette 
of light colors for the country scenes and darker colors for the 
city scenes. All characters are Black with skin tones in various 
shades of brown. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A familiar narrative about urban versus rural childhoods 
that’s made fresh by distinct artwork. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE CLACKITY
Senf, Lora
Illus. by Alfredo Cáceres
Atheneum (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-66590-267-0  

Evelyn Von Rathe is on a twisted, 
spooky hunt for her aunt, who has been 
taken into a supernatural maze by an evil 
creature called The Clackity.

Blight Harbor is one of the most 
haunted towns in America, and 12-year-old Evie’s Aunt Des-
demona, who has cared for her since her parents died, is well 
versed on the otherworldly. However, when Aunt Des goes 
to investigate the town’s abandoned abattoir, she disappears. 
Despite its being off-limits, Evie goes in after her and makes a 
bargain with The Clackity, a demented, sharp-toothed creature: 
She will find her aunt and in return, fetch him the ghost of serial 

killer John Jeffrey Pope, who famously used the slaughterhouse 
for killing humans in the early 20th century. What awaits Evie 
as she crosses into the other world are seven dangerous, cursed, 
booby-trapped houses that she must navigate in order to save 
Aunt Des. Senf ’s worldbuilding is fantastical and compelling, 
the scares hair-raising. Evie is a capable, vulnerable, brave, and 
anxious hero; she’s real. She hangs tough, with a magic sparrow 
companion serving as a sidekick, savior, and coach. While Senf 
opens the book with a lot of exposition, the story really settles 
in as Evie begins her quest, and the skilled storytelling will 
keep readers spellbound and spooked. Cáceres’ eerie black-and-
white illustrations enhance the mood and atmosphere. Main 
characters are cued as White.

Full of thrills and scares. (Horror. 9-12)

MR. PENGUIN AND THE TOMB 
OF DOOM
Smith, Alex T.
Peachtree (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-68263-459-2 
Series: Mr. Penguin, 4 

It’s foolishness on the Pyramid Express 
and a tour of the Tomb of Doom.

Bumbling adventurer Mr. Penguin 
(an actual penguin) and his band of assis-

tants, Colin (a kung-fu spider who communicates via writing on 
his notepad), Edith Hedge (human BFF), and Gordon (Edith’s 
omnivorous pigeon) return for a fourth spine-tingling, rib-tick-
ling mystery adventure. Ostensibly arriving in the Egyptian des-
ert town of Laghaz for a rest, Edith sets off with Gordon for a 
tour—but doesn’t return. When Cynthia, her unexpected (to Mr. 
Penguin and Colin, at least) twin sister, shows up, the group dis-
covers Edith has been kidnapped from the local library. Gordon 
has a clue to her whereabouts…but, of course, he has attempted 
to eat it. They hop on a train full of possible suspects headed for 
Wadi al Khatar, the Valley of Peril. The excitable Mr. Penguin 
has several freakouts about mummies and bandits until one of 
his fears actually pans out, and he and Colin find themselves 
tossed from the train. Thankfully, a young fan of Mr. Penguin’s 
previous…um detective successes, a boy named Farooq, along 
with Iris, his eye-patch–wearing cat, have been following the 
group. They rescue the adventurers and get them to the valley, 
which, it turns out, is aptly named. Fans of the series will enjoy 
this twisty mystery with enough laughs and lively illustrations 
(containing subtle clues) to keep pages turning to the silly close.

Delightful slapstick sleuthery. (Adventure. 6-11)
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WRETCHED WATERPARK
White, Kiersten
Delacorte (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-37904-2
978-0-593-37905-9 PLB 
Series: Sinister Summer, 1 

There’s something suspicious about 
the summer vacation that the Sinister-
Winterbottom siblings are expected to 
spend with their Aunt Saffronia.

The Sinister-Winterbottom twins, Theo and Alexander, 
along with adopted older sister Wil, are woken up in the middle 
of the night by their parents and whisked away—by candlelight, 
of all things! Now they’re with Aunt Saffronia, about whom 
they know nothing. She brings them to Fathoms of Fun Water-
park to accomplish a task. “Find what was lost,” is all she will 
tell them. Also, something about needing time….No churros to 
eat, no running allowed, and hardly anyone besides themselves 
at the park. It’s all very weird! In fact, the park is rather Victo-
rian and features parasols instead of sunscreen and mausoleums 
instead of cabanas. Since the only thing, or person, that seems 
to be lost is Mr. Widow, co-manager of the park, the Sinister-
Winterbottoms decide to find him. The creepy gothic setting, 
the relationships between the siblings, the cast of unusual 
characters, and the teasers that this episode is just one part 
of a much larger puzzle will keep readers hooked. The action 
moves at a strong clip as the siblings uncover a plot involving 
impersonation and greed. Aunt Saffronia, however, shows no 
interest in the intrigue as she announces their next stop: the 
Sanguine Spa in the Little Translyvanian Mountains. The twins 
are White; Wil has dark brown skin.

Young goths will be all-in for the trippy mysteries. (Mystery. 
8-12)

MY OWN LIGHTNING
Wolk, Lauren
Dutton (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-525-55559-9  

Difficult life lessons are learned 
against a backdrop of rural America dur-
ing World War II.

In this sequel to 2016’s Wolf Hollow, 
Annabelle is still processing the grief 
and guilt of the previous year’s events. 

After she befriended Toby, an anti-social veteran, both of them 
became the targets of a vicious young bully and her accomplice, 
an escalating dispute that resulted in two tragic deaths. Now, as 
Annabelle struggles to understand the nuances of her grief, she 
experiences a lightning strike that upends her world yet again. 
With dim memories of aid rendered by a mysterious stranger, 
Annabelle knows she is lucky to be alive. She is physically 
healthy despite the brush with death but finds that all of her 

senses are heightened—including her ability to interpret the 
body language and signals of animals. Annabelle falls into old 
habits of suspicion and deception but with good cause: Several 
dogs have gone missing in the community, and neighbor Andy, 
one-time sidekick to her former tormentor, is behaving oddly. 
Annabelle may be the only person equipped to help the miss-
ing dogs. Written with warmth, Wolk’s complicated characters 
keep readers guessing. Annabelle learns tough lessons about 
making assumptions and building trust on the path to forgive-
ness. All characters are assumed White. 

Steeped in themes of growth and acceptance, a solid con-
tinuation of an impactful first installment. (Historical fiction. 
9-14)

KAPAEMAHU 
Wong-Kalu, Hinaleimoana, Dean 
Hamer & Joe Wilson
Illus. by Daniel Sousa
Kokila (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-53006-1  

A rich retelling of an ancient Indig-
enous Hawaiian legend.

Long ago, four mahu (spirits) traveled from Tahiti to Waikiki, 
Hawaii. Neither male nor female, they were “a mixture of both 
in mind, heart, and spirit.” Each had a specific “skill in the sci-
ence of healing.” Their leader, Kapaemahu, “healed by laying on 
hands.” Kapuni “possessed great spiritual power.” Kinohi could 
look inside a person and see what was ailing them. Kahaloa had 
the gift of distance healing. The mahu shared their wisdom with 
the islanders, who, in turn, erected a monument in their honor; 
four enormous boulders were moved down a mountain and 
placed together on the beach. The mahu ceremonially trans-
ferred their powers to the rocks then vanished. For centuries 
the stones remained on Waikiki Beach; times changed, and 
eventually the monument lay forgotten under the city. It has 
since been recovered, but its history and meaning continue to 
be erased. Written in both Olelo Niihau and English, this pic-
ture book, based on the authors’ Academy Award–shortlisted 
animated short, underscores the importance of preserving 
sacred spaces and is a powerful reminder of how story hon-
ors our ancestors. Filled with cultural details and beautifully 
illustrated in vibrant tropical colors, the book pays homage to 
Indigenous Hawaiian healing traditions and affirms two-spirit 
people. The fascinating backmatter provides background infor-
mation about the original Hawaiian legend and Niihau dialect. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A poignant monument to the power of hidden Indigenous 
histories. (author’s note, glossary) (Picture book. 7-12)

“A poignant monument to the power of 
hidden Indigenous histories.”

kapaemahu
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young 
adult

OUR CROOKED 
HEARTS 
Albert, Melissa
Flatiron Books (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-250-82636-7  

A complicated history of witchcraft 
binds a mother and daughter. 

One night, on their way home after 
a tempestuous breakup, 17-year-old 
Ivy and her wannabe-hipster ex, Nate, 

nearly run over a naked woman standing in the middle of a 
deserted road. This catalyzing moment propels Ivy down a 
semiliteral rabbit hole after she begins stumbling across the 
bodies of dead, mutilated rabbits and cannot seem to shake the 
feeling of being watched. In alternating chapters, readers meet 
tough-as-nails Dana and her best friend, Fee. The pair welcome 
into their circle Marion, a beguiling rich girl who entices them 
with promises of magic from a mysterious grimoire. When the 
trio attempt a dubious spell, the results are disastrous, changing 
the course of their—and Ivy’s—lives forever. Here, Dana’s and 
Ivy’s narratives intertwine, rocketing toward a nail-biting con-
clusion guaranteed to keep readers up all night. Albert’s tale of 
mothers and daughters examines fraught choices and forgive-
ness against a cleverly insidious backdrop that will leave readers 
unable to see rabbits the same way again. While a romance is 
present, love in all its forms—platonic, parental, and roman-
tic—is thoughtfully explored with gravitas and nuance. Main 
characters are predominantly White.

Riveting, creepy, and utterly bewitching; do not miss this 
one. (Paranormal. 13-adult)

BREAKING TIME
Alsberg, Sasha
Inkyard Press (304 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-335-28489-1  

A Scottish beefcake tumbles through 
time.

When a ruggedly handsome Scots-
man stumbles into the road, New 
Yorker Klara Spalding’s biggest worry is 
whether or not she hit him too hard with 

her car. But recent high school graduate Klara quickly discovers 
that distractingly muscular Callum isn’t just any old sexy Scot: 
He’s a sexy Scot from the 16th century! Callum’s adjustment 

OUR CROOKED HEARTS by Melissa Albert ..................................... 98

THE SILENCE THAT BINDS US by Joanna Ho ................................108

MAN O’ WAR by Cory McCarthy ....................................................109

BEAUTY AND THE BESHARAM by Lillie Vale................................ 113

HELL FOLLOWED WITH US by Andrew Joseph White ..................114

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE SILENCE THAT BINDS US 
Ho, Joanna
HarperTeen (448 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-06-305934-4 
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to his brave new world is second to his primary objective: to 
protect the Pillars of Time, fixed anchor points on the timeline 
that ensure the safety of time and space. It doesn’t take pale, 
redheaded Klara too long to figure out that she herself is a 
Pillar of Time, one of the last to remain intact despite an evil 
force that lurks in hopes of destroying her. The two teens go on 
the run, and anyone who has read even the backside of a saucy 
paperback can see where this one is going. The plotting is weak, 
but the glances filled with desire pull their weight and fuel the 
endeavor. Callum and Klara are fun to spend time with, and 
readers will certainly root for them to get together. The action 
is crisp, the pacing is decent, and there are just enough gags to 
let the reader know that the author is more than in on the joke. 
The book ends on a cliffhanger that will have readers rolling 
their eyes and shaking the novel in gleeful frustration. 

A good time all around. (Fantasy romance. 13-18)

ONLY ON THE WEEKENDS
Atta, Dean
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-06-315798-9  

Friendship, family, and film collide in 
this queer love triangle.

Life in London is star-studded for 
16-year-old Mack, a Black British boy 
of Nigerian Yoruba descent, son of film 
director Tejumola Fadayomi. Mack gets 

asked on the red carpet about his rumored relationship with 
Finlay, the leading actor in his father’s latest film. The book then 
moves back in time 18 months to when Mack gets to know Maz, 
a girl at school. They become fast friends, bonding over food 
and the shared loss of their mums to cancer. Mack sees this as 
an opportunity to get close to Maz’s cousin Karim, a popular 
athlete of Egyptian descent. They start dating but are forced 
to hide their relationship; K isn’t out to his basketball team. 
Mack’s poetry, text messages, and intimate conversations give 
insight into his insecurities, from wearing makeup in public to 
being the subject of fat jokes in the press: This raw beauty and 
honesty are the verse novel’s greatest strengths. When Mack 
and his dad temporarily move to Scotland to shoot a movie, he 
can only see K on the weekends. Their relationship is further 
tested when Mack actually begins to fall for Scottish Fin, who 
is White, trans, and has 2 million social media followers. Once 
this central tension is set, the novel, that includes diverse cul-
tural influences in the dialogue, builds slowly and ends abruptly. 

Emotionally frank scenes from a romance and the cutting-
room floor. (Verse novel. 13-18)

A YEAR TO THE DAY
Benway, Robin
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-06-285443-8  

A young woman in Southern Califor-
nia struggles with the agony of her sis-
ter’s death from a car accident. 

Sixteen-year-old Leo’s favorite per-
son was her older sister, Nina, whose out-
spoken, funny persona endeared her to 

many. In a series of chronologically reversed vignettes over the 
course of the year since Nina’s death, ending with one that takes 
place just hours before the accident that takes her life, Benway 
presents a nuanced, realistic portrait of the losses experienced 
by those closest to Nina—Leo; their mother, father, and step-
mother; and Nina’s boyfriend, East. The novel’s structure is an 
interesting and mostly successful narrative technique: While 
the movement of time can be a little difficult to track, the dates 
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that preface each chapter, labeled in terms of where they fall in 
relation to the accident, help to keep the timeline from becom-
ing too confusing so readers can focus on the moving explora-
tion of grief in all its unpredictable messiness. Authentic, often 
sarcastically funny dialogue and texts bring a lightness and 
grim humor to interactions Leo has with East and others. Her 
divorced parents and stepmother are poignantly developed sec-
ondary characters, and the intricate dynamics of Leo’s relation-
ships with each of them underscore the ripple effect that occurs 
in families following a tragic loss. All the main characters seem 
to be White and middle class. 

An intelligent, compassionate examination of a family 
enduring a nightmare. (Fiction. 13-18)

HAPPILY EVER ISLAND
Cestari, Crystal
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-368-07547-3  

College freshmen journey to a brand-
new Disney resort.

A chance to be one of the first guests 
to explore Disney’s new themed resort, 
Happily Ever Island, is a dream come 
true for Disney fanatic Madison. The 

new location allows guests to role-play as their favorite char-
acters for an entire week. Madison has picked Cinderella as her 
Disney persona and had hoped for her girlfriend, Tessa, to join 
her as the fierce and brave Merida. Alas, Tessa and Madison 
have hit a rocky patch, so Madison brings along her pal Lanie—
despite Lanie’s being a Disney novice. As the two White friends 
explore the park and experience various bits of Disney magic, 
both encounter a little more than they were looking for. Lanie 
finds Prince Charming, a hunky Black man, while Madison 
begins to fall for Japanese American Valentine, a junior Imagi-
neer who may hold the keys to her future. The pervasive Dis-
ney product placement may disrupt the reading experience for 
some, but readers who are fans will not mind. Lanie and Madi-
son are charming, well-rendered characters, and the tertiary 
players get enough shading to make this a skillfully executed 
character piece. The action is crisp, and the pacing is clean as 
the narrative provides plenty of reason to explore every inch of 
the fictional Disney park with charming detail.

A confident ode to Disney magic and the perils of growing 
up. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE HOLLOWAY GIRLS
Crispell, Susan Bishop
Sourcebooks Fire (352 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-72824-714-4  

Remy struggles with the conse-
quences of a bad kissing season. 

Holloway girls have magic running 
through their veins: During their kiss-
ing seasons, they can bestow good luck 
on certain individuals while potentially 

finding true love for themselves. However, they must follow 
the rules in the Book of Luck: Only kiss someone who wants 
to be kissed, and never kiss someone who’s already in love with 
another. As her sister Maggie’s kissing season ends and hers 
begins, Remy hopes she will finally have a chance with her crush, 
Isaac. However, when their kiss brings him a slew of bad luck, 
Remy struggles to break the curse, mend the growing rift with 
Maggie, ignore the abuse from Isaac’s friends (who believe she 
cursed him), and avoid Tobin and Juliet, the charismatic and dis-
tracting twins who have moved in next door. While the kissing 
season’s magic leads to slightly melodramatic scenarios, Remy 
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and Maggie are sympathetic characters with a nuanced and 
evolving sisterly relationship. Similarly, the discussions of fam-
ily, legacy, friendship, trust, baking as a coping mechanism, and 
self-image and self-esteem ground the story. While the pacing 
meanders, it fits the mood of the summer setting. The analysis 
of love, in the contexts of Holloway magic, crushes, romance, 
and abusive relationships, adds extra depth to a romance that 
may feel somewhat predictable. Most of the cast is White.

An entertaining and drama-filled tale. (Fiction. 13-18)

THE NAME SHE GAVE ME
Culley, Betty
HarperTeen (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-06-315783-5  

A teen in rural Maine searches for 
her birth family against the wishes of her 
adoptive mother and the state’s legal bar-
riers in this novel in verse.

Rynn, 16, knows her birth mother 
named her Scheherazade, wanted her 

raised on a farm, and kept her younger sister, born seven years 
later. Surgery cured Rynn’s cleft palate and mended the holes in 
her heart and back but not her aching sense of loss. Close to her 
gentle adoptive dad, a New York City transplant who sells his 
garlic at the farmers market, Rynn has stopped trying to please 
her unhappy adoptive mom, Leanne, whose grievances, genu-
ine traumas (her lost pregnancies and own mother’s abandon-
ment), and simmering resentment erupt unpredictably. Lacking 

“Compassionate and compelling.”
the name she gave me
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Leanne’s consent, Rynn can’t access her birth records until she’s 
18, but supported by friends, she finds an uncle in Arizona and 
Ella, her 9-year-old sister, who is in foster care nearby. Fleeing 
Leanne’s abusive anger, Rynn finds refuge with family friends. 
She opposes her parents’ efforts to adopt Ella, who has a loving 
bond with her foster mother. Variously scarred by past addic-
tion, poverty, bad health, and bad luck, the well-drawn charac-
ters, mostly White, largely prove resilient and kind. An adoptee 
herself, Culley writes with insight and nuance about biological 
families and those formed in other ways. The direct, straight-
forward poems effectively flesh out the characterization and 
are accessible to reluctant readers.

Compassionate and compelling. (Verse novel. 12-18)

DEBATING DARCY
DasGupta, Sayantani
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-338-79769-5  

Pride and Prejudice is transported 
into the cutthroat world of high school 
speech competitions in this humorous 
and timely retelling.

When Firoze Darcy first meets 
Leela Bose, she is singing her heart out 

while standing on a cafeteria table. The wealthy, very proper, 
and extremely attractive Firoze is horrified, especially after 
she makes a light joke at his expense. Leela, one of the stars 
of her high school’s debate team, is intrigued when she hears 
from her coaches—the husband-and-wife team of Mr. and Mrs. 
Bennet—that exclusive Netherfield Academy, where Darcy 
is forensics team president, will be among those competing 
against them. When Darcy’s snobbishness becomes apparent, 
however, Leela declares him a rival. DasGupta’s Austen retell-
ing both closely follows the original classic and updates it in 
refreshing ways. Darcy is the biracial son of a Pakistani Muslim 
mother and White British father. Indian American Leela, who 
is from a Bengali Hindu family, is taken aback when she learns 
that his mother is the president of Pemberley, the prestigious 
(and costly) university she has long dreamed of attending. Nods 
to Austen’s original dialogue are present throughout, requiring 
readers to occasionally suspend disbelief given the cast of con-
temporary teens. Class, colorism, and the complicated nature of 
South Asian American identity are explored, while the scandal 
at the heart of the book has been updated in a realistic way that 
gives young women space to speak up and fight back.

A delight. (author’s note) (Fiction. 13-18)

WHAT’S THE T?
The Guide to All Things Trans 
and/or Nonbinary
Dawson, Juno
Illus. by Soofiya Andry
Sourcebooks Fire (336 pp.)
$19.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-72825-406-7  

A trans guidebook by a prolific trans 
British author.

Dawson brings her signature breezy 
style to this nonfiction text. Like most books about the topic, it 
includes a brief, global history of gender diversity from a White, 
Western viewpoint; a sampling of medical procedures available 
for those wishing to physically transition; and advice on dating 
and coming out. While geared toward teenagers, the voice feels 
grounded in an adult’s perspective, littered with multiple refer-
ences to the 2011 song “Born This Way” rather than exploring 
the new ways youth are understanding gender. Regular use of 
African American Vernacular English, present in the partially 

“Gives young women space to speak up and fight back.”
debating darcy



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   1 0 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

explained title itself, repackages queer Black culture in uncom-
fortable ways. At times Dawson reveals the limitations of her 
perspective: She encourages readers to report transphobic vio-
lence to the police, baselessly assures them that it’s “very, very 
rare” to receive a negative reaction after coming out, and calls 
being triggered “a more polite way of saying ‘pissed off.’ ” The 
Transgender Hall of Fame miniprofiles and interludes from 
other trans people attempt to inject a diversity of thought, 
though they skew heavily toward models and actresses; Caitlyn 
Jenner is called a “Reality Royal” who’s “occasionally contro-
versial.” Andry’s cartoonlike illustrations are lively, frequently 
amusing, and depict people with diverse skin tones.

Light in tone and covering much familiar ground. 
(resources, reading list, glossary, references, index) (Nonfiction. 
13-18)

LOVE & OTHER GREAT 
EXPECTATIONS
Dean, Becky
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-42942-6
978-0-593-42943-3 PLB  

A teen girl embarks on a literary scav-
enger hunt through England for a chance 
to win a life-changing prize. 

After a knee injury ends her soc-
cer career, 18-year-old Britt Hanson knows her college sports 
scholarship chances are ruined—then she receives a mysteri-
ous invitation to travel to the U.K. and compete for $100,000. 
Britt and three other students have been invited by their Eng-
lish teacher, Ms. Carmichael, who’s arranging and sponsoring 
an all-expenses-paid 10-day scavenger hunt. On a Canterbury 
Tales–inspired journey, they must follow riddles that lead them 
to literary locations around the country and complete a journal 
about their adventures. Ever willing to talk to strangers, play-
ful and outgoing Britt must face her insecurities about the way 
boys regard her and not being as smart as her older siblings or 
classmates. Accompanied by Alexis, the snarky chaperone who 
is in charge of ensuring she stays out of trouble, Britt also picks 
up Al’s cute, bookish cousin, Luke, at her first stop, and he joins 
her on her travels. Britt’s biggest challenge is filling out the 
journal—she struggles to put her thoughts into words—but she 
knows she must if she wants to win. Intriguing secrets—how 
can Ms. Carmichael afford this? Is someone sabotaging the 
students?—keep readers guessing. The romance is sweet, and 
Britt’s zeal for travel combined with laugh-out-loud moments 
will charm readers. Main characters are White. 

An entertaining romp. (Fiction. 12-18)

THE SIGNS AND WONDERS OF 
TUNA RASHAD
Deen, Natasha
Running Press Kids (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-7624-7868-2  

Tuna has a plan—many, in fact—but 
despite her heart’s being in the right 
place, each is noticeably worse than the 
last and guaranteed to lead to unwel-
come shenanigans.

As an aspiring screenwriter who’s proud of her heritage, 
Altuna “Tuna” Kashmir Rashad sees the world in terms of 
story structures and superstitions, often to the frustration of 
her friends and tightknit multiracial Caribbean American fam-
ily. So whether it’s her intention to manufacture a real-life love 
story for herself the summer before college or plotting to get 
her older brother, Robby, back on the market via an online dat-
ing profile he knows nothing about, sometimes Tuna’s focus on 
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Ashley Woodfolk has long explored the peaks and 
ravines of teenage friendships. Her 2018 debut novel, The 
Beauty That Remains, tracked the intersecting lives of three 
teens rocked by loss. With When You Were Everything, she 
dived deep into the heartbreak of growing apart from a 
friend. Now, with her latest work, Woodfolk expands on the 
theme. A novel in verse, Nothing Burns As Bright As You (Ver-
sify/HarperCollins, April 5) tells the story of a friendship too 
fiery to last—one where the lines between platonic and ro-
mantic love are blurred and all the agony and ecstasy of ado-
lescence are showcased. Over the course of one day, an un-
named narrator and her dearest friend are tested as a high 
school prank goes wrong. Flashbacks are laced throughout, 
bringing texture and context to the turbulent present. Our 

reviewer calls it a “beautiful, emotionally charged novel.” 
We spoke to Woodfolk from her Brooklyn apartment by 
Zoom to learn more. Our conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity.

This book strikes right for the heart. What can you tell 
me about writing it?
Well, it’s a pandemic book. I wrote this book in 2020, in the 
summer, and that time itself was a very visceral experience. 
A lot of the emotions and topics explored in the novel are 
things that I had repressed for a really long time, things that 
I hadn’t given attention to. But with the pandemic, I was 
physically and mentally and emotionally stuck. All I was do-
ing that summer was taking care of my toddler and doing 
virtual therapy. I had a lot of time to think. I was forced to 
look at experiences I had had more closely. I didn’t have a lot 
of structured thought about crafting the story, it was more 
this thing that viscerally spilled out of me. And I always hate 
when authors say that, because it’s like, Here I am, struggling 
to get words on the page [laughs]. But yeah, this was a very dif-
ferent experience from writing my other novels. The first 
draft is very, very similar to what is being published.

When did you realize it was going to be written in verse? 
Well, honestly, I just started writing a poem. I wrote poet-
ry as a kid, but as an adult I’ve leaned more toward prose 
and essays. But then I began exploring other kinds of writ-
ing during the pandemic because my therapist suggested 
writing about some things. So, I just started writing a poem 
about those feelings when a relationship is something you 
are so desperate to hold onto, but it’s just not gonna hap-
pen. And once I started writing it, I kept going. Over the 
course of several dozens of pages, I realized, Oh, this is be-
coming a story, and I started having thoughts about structure, 
and that’s when it began coming together. But it started as 
a single poem—not the first one that’s in the book, actually, 
but one that comes later. And then about halfway through, 
I knew how it was going to end, and that’s when I started 

Ashley W
oodfolk

WORDS WITH...

Ashley Woodfolk
The YA author gets deeply personal—and vulnerable—with a novel in verse 
about teenage heartbreak
BY ILANA BENSUSSEN EPSTEIN
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understanding how to build the rest, with the flashback se-
quences and everything. It surprised me! 

That must have been an ecstatic writing experience, to 
be surprised by yourself.
It was, but it was also really stressful, because I was supposed 
to be writing something else [laughs], and I was having such 
a hard time with it, and meanwhile this thing was just go-
ing. It wasn’t under contract, no one knew I was writing it, I 
didn’t tell my agent. When I started, I didn’t know what it 
was. It just became this secret book, and only one other per-
son knew about it the entire time. And when I finished it I 
was like, Oh, shit.

“This exists now.”
Right! This exists now! Now what do I do about it?

We never learn the names of your characters.
Well, the main character, the narrator, is very much me. I re-
ally just built a more badass version of me. And then the love 
interest—she’s an amalgamation of three really close friends 
who I had sort of blurry relationships with. And one, really, 
in particular. I didn’t want to use names for them, because I 
couldn’t imagine giving a person I felt that strongly about a 
fake name. It was a heartbreak I never really got over. I knew 
I wanted to write it directly to her, and when I started writ-
ing the first poem, I wrote you. And then it just stayed, and 
when I realized it was a book, I thought, Do I need to name 
these people? I knew I didn’t want to, but it made me really 
nervous, because I couldn’t think of a lot of novels written 
in second person.

Your characters go through this tumultuous day and 
have this elementally adolescent experience, but be-
cause they’re Black women, they also have this addi-
tional consciousness of, if the police come— 
If the police come, shit’s gonna go down. I was writing this 
in the summer of 2020, and it was on my mind, and it’s a con-
sciousness that unfortunately is a little inescapable. If you 
think of all the John Hughes movies—any of these classic 
movies about teenagers—there’s always a situation where 
they’re doing something they shouldn’t be. And there’s nev-
er a movie like that with a Black kid. The Black kids are al-
ways scared to do that stuff, because they don’t want to get 
in trouble. Or else they get in really serious trouble—

—and then you don’t have a lighthearted movie any-
more.
Exactly. So I think the aesthetic I had in mind while I was 
writing this was very much a romance but with an early 
2000s Tumblr aesthetic. Everything is grainy and a little 

edgy but still with this undercurrent of sweetness. And, un-
fortunately, not a lot of that stuff exists that has Black peo-
ple in it. And not to say that Black kids can’t do those things, 
but there is another layer of consciousness in the choices we 
are making. It also adds a level to the characters’ reckless-
ness, where you realize the dark place these girls must be in 
if those are the choices they’re making. I’ve been where they 
are, and so I understand when you’re just like, well, fuck it. 

You’ve written a lot about loss. These characters bring 
the question, how do you grieve someone alive? How 
do you grieve a relationship?
For me, it looks like writing a book! Actually, I’m now friends 
with the main person that I wrote about. We came back 
around. That’s a very recent development. I didn’t think that 
was going to happen at all.

Has she read the book?
Yes, she has! She has lots of thoughts, but they’re all good. 
She said that she felt really seen reading it and she forgot 
that I knew her so well.

What are you excited about right now, future projects 
or otherwise?
I mean, I’m really excited about this book right now. I’m also 
really nervous. I feel like it’s the purest thing I’ve ever writ-
ten. I’m proud of my other books, but I wrote them from a 
safer distance than this one. 

And for the future—all the authors I wrote Blackout with, 
we have another one coming out called Whiteout. It’s about a 
snowstorm in Atlanta. It’s the same concept, with six Black 
love stories, but it’s going to be in the setting of a snowstorm.

Ilana Bensussen Epstein is a writer and filmmaker in Boston. 
Nothing Burns As Bright As You received a starred review in 
the Feb. 1, 2022, issue.
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plot beats and divine signs makes her oblivious to the feelings 
of others. Her family is still mourning the sudden and tragic 
death of Robby’s husband; Robby’s emotional needs, however, 
are inexplicable to Tuna. Regardless of explicit guidance from 
her parents to be more supportive and her best friend’s opinion 
that she may be a bit insensitive if not delusional, she believes 
he needs to move on and make a fresh start. In this, Tuna is a 
frustrating protagonist to root for, just as her stodgy wordplay 
and semispiritual quirks may not be every reader’s cup of tea, 
but as tensions boil over with her brother and her love interest, 
the transition from hijinks-laden scheming to emotionally ear-
nest and thoughtful is worthwhile.

Genuine growth is hard to script but easy to find here. (Fic-
tion. 13-18)

TJ POWAR HAS SOMETHING 
TO PROVE
Deo, Jesmeen Kaur
Viking (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-40339-6  

Though Tejindar “TJ” Powar’s palms 
get sweaty while she’s launching into a 
debate speech, she’s pretty, plays soc-
cer, and hangs out with cool, confident 
friends and her doting athlete boyfriend. 

So what if that sheen of perfection comes at the cost of a 
world of hurt and hours spent at the salon getting waxed and 
threaded? But when her cousin Simran becomes the subject 
of a derogatory viral meme comparing her negatively to TJ, it 
gets very personal. TJ sets a debate resolution, striving to prove 
the point that inner beauty matters more than outer beauty. As 
things heat up, with TJ ditching her razors and epilator, she 
finds herself in even hairier situations with her friends, family, 
and peers—and they’re much more painful than any salon treat-
ments. There’s much to appreciate about this book, especially 
the cool girl protagonist who begins to question her self-worth. 
Fans of school stories will enjoy the humor, romance, and fun 
characters who navigate lost relationships, friendships that 
endure, and reminders that some people will always have your 
back—no matter how hairy it may be. Also refreshing is the way 
the book unpacks South Asian heritage, focusing on characters 
who are Punjabi Sikh Canadians without pandering to stereo-
types or othering cultural elements by overexplaining them. 
This crisp read covers beauty, body image, gender expectations, 
and conformity without feeling labored or pedantic.

An entertaining novel that confronts toxic beauty stan-
dards. (Fiction. 13-18)

GO HUNT ME
DeVos, Kelly
Razorbill/Penguin (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-20485-6  

An incredible opportunity for a 
group of friends to shoot a movie at a 
notorious castle in Romania turns into a 
nightmare.

Alexandra Rush aspires to be a film 
director, but her dreams feel threatened 

when she gets wait-listed for the prestigious college program 
she was set on attending alongside her producer-wannabe boy-
friend. With the help of a famous Romanian actress, Alex is 
given a new chance: She and six friends, all assumed White, get 
to spend spring break in Romania at Castle Prahova to create 
Alex’s Dracula-inspired short film. The castle was once home 
to Vlad Dracul, inspiration for the fictional vampire Dracula. 
In the novel’s opening scene, set after the fateful trip, read-
ers learn that Alex was the only one to make it out alive. The 
story then jumps back to tell the complete tale, with parts of 
the subsequent criminal report interspersed. This exhilarating 
novel plays with the Dracula mythos in fun ways while using 
classic horror tropes like a remote, eerie locale and a mysteri-
ous man in a mask. There’s a cinematic feel throughout; it reads 
like an ode to beloved horror films such as Scream. Crisp writ-
ing builds tension and keeps the pages flying as the atmospheric 
and moody story becomes increasingly gruesome and twisty. 
Uneven power dynamics based on gender and financial status 
are skillfully woven in.

A fast-paced thrill ride. (Horror. 13-18)

MELT WITH YOU
Dugan, Jennifer
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-593-11256-4  

A sweet story of love on the road.
The summer before college, Fallon is 

working at Love at First Bite, her mom’s 
ice cream truck. It’s a good deal except 
for the fact that her mom’s only the co-
owner; the other co-owner is her mom’s 

best friend, who just happens to also be the mom of Fallon’s 
former best friend–turned–ex-girlfriend. As their moms go to 
Dallas to close a life-changing business deal, Fallon and Chloe 
are left in charge of taking Love at First Bite on a road trip to 
participate in important food truck festivals. It doesn’t help in 
the slightest that they haven’t spoken in the year since Chloe 
left for college, Fallon still has it bad, and the two may have 
entirely different versions of what happened—both when they 
got together and when it all ended. Full of puns and long inter-
nal monologues, this is an engaging look at first love that gets 
to the heart of the feelings of indecision that come with being 

“Crisp writing builds tension and keeps the pages flying.”
go hunt me
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a teenager—especially one in love with her best friend. The sus-
pense of the will-they, won’t-they romance is entertaining and 
feels new, keeping readers interested throughout. Although per-
haps a bit longer than necessary, the book is overall captivating 
and has a heartwarming finale. Main characters are White.

A charming summer romance. (Romance. 13-18)

LIKE ABILITY
The Truth About Popularity
Getz, Lori & Mitch Prinstein
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (128 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-4338-3363-2  

A reader-friendly guide to breaking 
down the components of popularity and 
likability and helping readers achieve 
their goals. 

The authors, an educator and a psychology professor, pres-
ent both a step-by-step analysis and a self-help workbook in 
one. In their glossary, they define likability as being a subset of 
popularity in which a person is genuinely accepted based on 
true connections, while popularity can also indicate social sta-
tus. Concise, accessible chapters unpack the phenomenon of 
popularity and offer exercises and worksheets that lead readers 
to a greater understanding of their values. Each chapter ends 
with a handful of bullet points that provide helpful takeaways. 
The first two sections establish an individual framework, with 
questions that prompt readers to consider and reflect on what 
popularity means to them, what characteristics they like in oth-
ers, how they believe they are perceived by others, ways they 
have made others feel good, and so on. The nuances of status 
versus likability are unpacked. These prompts, along with some 
short quizzes, help put readers on the path to their own version 
of likability. The middle of the book unpacks concepts like the 
subtle difference between self-worth and self-esteem, the ways 
that influencers and celebrities gain status and popularity, and 
the impact of various relationships on your feelings. The final 
section, consisting of five short chapters, amounts to an action 
plan with probing questions and charts that help track readers’ 
progress on their journeys. 

Helpful advice and insightful prompts shape a path to self-
improvement. (Nonfiction. 13-18)

THE COUNSELORS
Goodman, Jessica
Razorbill/Penguin (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-593-52422-0  

An idyllic Vermont summer camp for 
rich kids turns deadly.

When summer arrives, 18-year-old 
townie Goldie Easton can’t wait for Ava 
and Imogen, her two best friends, to 
return to Alpine Lake. Goldie’s parents 

work at the camp every summer, so Goldie has always been 
able to attend for free—something that sets her apart from the 
rest of the uber-wealthy campers, including Ava and Imogen. 
This year, the summer before they’re supposed to head off to 
college, they’re working as counselors and lifeguards. The girls 
have an unbreakable bond, but they’ve all been keeping secrets: 
Goldie’s never told them that she took the rap for a car accident 
that killed one of her classmates in order to protect Heller, her 
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boyfriend, who’d been driving drunk. But just before the camp-
ers arrive, Heller is found dead in the lake—and as the weeks 
unfold, Goldie begins to believe someone killed him. Good-
man’s depictions of the tensions between the girls and between 
residents of the camp and the town are well-drawn with admi-
rable complexity. The teens drink and have sex yet still delight 
in cookie patrols and in braiding each other’s hair. Some of the 
less-important relationships, especially Goldie’s with her par-
ents, don’t make as much sense, but readers will hardly notice as 
the plot zips along. Most main characters are White; Imogen is 
Japanese and White.

Atmospheric, intelligent, and interesting. (Thriller. 14-18)

WELCOME TO ST. HELL
My Trans Teen Misadventure
Hancox, Lewis
Graphix/Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-338-82444-5  

A trans adult looks back at his early 
years.

Cartoonist Hancox follows a rec-
ognizable trans memoir format in this 
brief graphic novel. From a childhood of 

hating dolls and dresses to a goth adolescence, the horrors of 
puberty, and coming out first as a lesbian and then as a trans 
man, the author often inserts his White, bearded, baseball-
capped adult self into fraught scenes to assure his younger 
self that everything will turn out all right. The author grew up 
in the small British town of St. Helens, and the dialogue and 
narration are littered with regional slang, some of which sets 
the scene, adding cultural flavor, and some of which becomes 
repetitive and distracting. While there’s no shortage of angst 
and self-loathing (including brief, matter-of-fact, but honest 
descriptions of his eating and exercise disorders), this is overall 
a positive account, as Hancox’s family reacts supportively both 
times he comes out, and he’s able to access medical transition 
at a relatively early age. He also maintains his old friendships. 
There’s little mention of other trans people outside of a few 
YouTube videos. While the story is basic, the emotionally bru-
tal yet stripped-down art helps create immediacy and intimacy. 
Hancox describes the process of writing this book as therapeu-
tic, and readers might find it so as well.

An honest and personal journey through a trans youth. 
(Graphic memoir. 13-18)

THE SILENCE THAT 
BINDS US 
Ho, Joanna
HarperTeen (448 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-06-305934-4  

A Chinese American teenager learns 
that silence can bind families together 
but also prevent them from standing up 
for larger causes.

Maybelline Chen is mourning the 
death of Danny, her beloved older brother who struggled with 
depression and died by suicide right after being accepted to 
Princeton. Her family’s deep pain is compounded when local 
Silicon Valley magnate Nate McIntyre publicly blames Asian 
families for the hypercompetitive school environment, attrib-
uting Danny’s suicide to what he claims are widespread Asian 
parental pressures. Infuriated and hurt, May writes an impas-
sioned poem for the local paper in response, sparking a heated 
discussion about racism. But when her mother’s job working for 
Mr. McIntyre’s friend is imperiled by her activities, May must 
make a choice between speaking out and honoring her parents’ 
fear of making waves. With the help of her best friend, a daugh-
ter of Haitian immigrants, May rallies her classmates to reclaim 
the narrative while embarking upon a journey of recognizing her 
own complicity and complacency about racism. She acknowl-
edges Asian discrimination against Black people, faces preju-
dice from other Asians, and comes to understand the harm of 
Asian silence and the model minority myth. The array of issues 
in this story is sensitively and beautifully handled, and May is an 
appealing character who moves through a complicated range of 
realistic emotions, including anger, fear, guilt, and jealousy. 

A grieving teen fights Asian hate by finding her voice in this 
complex, timely story. (Fiction. 14-18)

EPICALLY EARNEST
Horan, Molly
Clarion/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-358-56613-7  

Eighteen-year-old New Yorker Janey 
is blindsided by the possibility of contact 
with her biological family while also try-
ing to win over the girl of her dreams.

It’s the end of senior year for Janey 
and her wealthy best friend, Algie. For 

years, Janey has been totally smitten by Gwen, a cousin of Algie’s 
who will be visiting for spring break. Meanwhile, Algie is pursu-
ing Janey’s wide-eyed cousin, Cecil. Janey’s life is complicated 
by her notoriety as former viral internet sensation “Bag Baby,” 
so called due to her adoptive father’s finding her abandoned in 
a Gucci handbag in a train station in Poughkeepsie. Janey was 
happy not knowing anything about her biological family until a 
DNA test—submitted without her consent by Algie, a violation 
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that is treated relatively lightly—reveals an aunt and a cousin 
whom Janey is not sure she wants to meet. The story, inspired by 
The Importance of Being Earnest, is a lighthearted romance with 
just enough drama and some sincere exploration of familial 
and romantic relationships. However, Oscar Wilde fans should 
be aware that it only really offers the window dressing of the 
play that inspired it—names, a top hat, a baby left in a hand-
bag—and not the farcical plot, witty dialogue, or social satire. 
Readers who can accept that will find this to be a fun, easy, and 
romantic read. All of the characters read as White.

A breezy, queer teen romance that is Wilde-inspired but 
not Wilde-an in execution. (Romance. 13-18)

THE LIMITLESS SKY
Kilbourne, Christina
Dundurn Press  (384 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-4597-4887-3  

Centuries after an environmental 
catastrophe, a young archivist is shocked 
to discover that she and the others in her 
tightly regimented underground com-
munity aren’t the only humans left on 
the planet.

To Rook, ArHK, or Archives of 
Human Knowledge, has always been the whole world—until 
the day that words appear on her computer screen that she 
didn’t type: “My name is Gage. Who are u?” This experience 
is just as thrilling to Gage, who, as the newest member of a 
team exploring the ruins of Washington, D.C., in search of a 
half-remembered, long-lost ancestral Ship of Knowledge, dis-
covers a live screen deep in a subbasement after falling down 
an elevator shaft. In alternating chapters Kilbourne maps out 
two uncomplicated societies—one of hunter-gatherer surface 
dwellers seeking out artifacts from the long-ago Storm Ages, 
the other designed to be a self-sustaining refuge deliberately 
cut off from the Outside centuries ago by its autocratic, heredi-
tary Governors. Unfortunately, the author focuses primarily on 
developing her scenario over attention to the plotlines—to the 
detriment of twists, suspense, or even, at times, coherence, par-
ticularly toward the end where they collapse into a confusing 
mess of coincidences and disconnected incidents, finishing on a 
weak cliffhanger that reads more like a simple lack of resolution. 
The cast members, apparently all White, include one support-
ing character who may be on the spectrum.

A provocative premise in need of further thought and pol-
ish. (Post-apocalyptic fiction. 12-15)

FIREWORKS
Lin, Alice
Underlined (320 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-56535-3  

When her former childhood best 
friend–turned–K-pop star returns home, 
Lulu starts to fall for him.

Lulu Li is done with high school and 
can’t wait to spend the summer before 
entering Rutgers with her two best 

friends, going to Hersheypark, dining in New York City, and get-
ting a tan at the beach. She’s ready to leave the past behind, but 
things change when her childhood best friend comes back from 
South Korea after becoming a K-pop idol four years ago. Kai Xu, 
who is known as Kite, returns home after his group announces 
he’ll be taking a break for medical reasons. When they run into 
each other, Lulu can’t help longing for their lost friendship. As 
their bond grows, Lulu finds herself falling in love with Kite. 
Between her growing feelings, Kite’s mysterious break from 
performing, and trying to keep his presence at home a secret, 
Lulu and Kite must learn to be honest and open with others as 
well as themselves in order to move forward. This cute story 
portrays a summer of teenage fun while also depicting the ups 
and downs of being an idol. Because Kite avoids public places, 
Lulu’s friendships and familial issues are almost as prominent 
as the romance. Topics such as anger toward a divorced parent, 
Korea’s seniority culture, social media toxicity, mental health, 
and privacy are addressed. Bisexual Lulu is the daughter of 
immigrant parents from Taiwan; Kai is Chinese American.

A sweet rom-com about connection and growth. (Romance. 
13-18)

MAN O’ WAR 
McCarthy, Cory
Dutton (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-593-35370-7  

Trapped in Ohio and tortured by 
others’ expectations of “normal,” nonbi-
nary Irish and Lebanese American River 
McIntyre can no more imagine freedom 
than the animals at the local aquarium 
can imagine the ocean.

That is, until an unexpected encounter propels them into 
the overwhelming waters of self-discovery. A man-of-war is 
not a jellyfish, and River McIntyre can’t be the White daugh-
ter their Lebanese mother wants or please their swim coach, 
but they don’t know why they are unhappy. When Indy Waits, 
a White, unapologetically queer former classmate, resurfaces 
during River’s school field trip to the marine life theme park 
SeaPlanet, River confronts repressed memories and feelings 
by diving into the shark tank. At first, Indy wants nothing to 
do with the charismatic and self-destructive River, but their 

“A beautiful and relentless current of emotion.”
man o’  war
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lives keep colliding as if pulled together by the tides. Spanning 
sophomore year of high school into adulthood, this blend of 
romance and coming-of-age story depicts a refreshingly messy 
journey of self-discovery and acceptance. Internalized racism 
and trauma create a fraught dynamic in River’s relationship 
with their mother, which McCarthy navigates with nuance. 
Poignant, self-reflective prose is bolstered by carefully crafted, 
overarching marine themes and imagery. Love plays a signifi-
cant role in River’s growth, but neither dependence on a part-
ner nor a dramatic, teen-movie coming-out moment are what 
carry them into a healthier life. 

A beautiful and relentless current of emotion. (Fiction. 14-18)

GAME OF STRENGTH 
AND STORM
Menard, Rachel
North Star Editions (400 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63583-076-7  

An original debut reimagines Greek 
mythology.

Each year, the sadistic Olympian 
Empresses conduct a lottery and offer 
the winners one wish each—for a price. 

Seventeen-year-old Gen’s wish is to free her innocent Mind-
Worker father from prison. StormMaker Lady Castor’s wish is 
to be named heir to Arcadia and supersede her musician brother, 
Pollux. This year, the Empresses set conditions: There will be 10 
tasks (all creative twists on the labors of Hercules), with Gen 
and Castor vying to win the majority and receive a wish; only 
the winner will receive her wish. Gen, the last surviving mem-
ber of the Mazon people after a genocide at the hands of the 
golden-skinned Gargareans, values her chosen family of ani-
mals, with whom she has a telepathic bond, and longs to rebuild 
her parents’ traveling circus. Castor is spoiled and cruel and, 
with her father, the Duke, sold the bottled storms that allowed 
the Mazon genocide, but she shows occasional moments of vul-
nerability. Close third-person narration switches among Gen, 
Castor, and Pollux, who has long admired Gen from afar and 
wants his sister to lose for her own good. Gen’s skin is brown 
and silver; Castor and Pollux have white hair and skin. Support-
ing characters bring fantasy-race diversity. The complexities of 
the worldbuilding notwithstanding, this is a fast-paced, magi-
cal, action-oriented story with a conclusion that points to more 
adventures to come.

Engrossing. (Fantasy. 13-18)

MAMO
Milledge, Sas
BOOM! Box (224 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-68415-817-1  

The Witch of Haresden is dead.
Orla O’Reilly, a practicing teen witch 

herself, is cleaning up the mess: The 
woman in question is Mamo, the grand-
mother who treated her cruelly. Her 
bones are buried around the perimeter of 

town, leaving Orla stuck with the responsibility for it. Strange 
natural events are wreaking havoc, and if she doesn’t give 
Mamo a proper burial, her worst nightmare could come true: 
being cursed to stay in Haresden forever. But when prickly Orla 
meets bold, determined Jo Manalo, who needs help to free her 
mother from a sleeping spell, things begin to change. Jo adores 
her family as much as Orla resents hers, and she insists on join-
ing the friendless Orla as part of her own quest to save the town 
she loves and never wants to leave. While the characters are a 
bit thinly fleshed out, they’re charming to follow as they make 
their way through a gorgeously illustrated world. Intoxicating 
art, combining natural and fantastical elements and rich, glow-
ing, perfectly chosen colors sweep readers up in magic that 
feels just this side of possible. Milledge’s attention to detail is 
especially present in her character designs that are expressively 
human and stylish. The lessons Orla learns about trauma, love, 
and legacy resonate and build to a satisfying ending. Jo and her 
family are cued as Filipino; Orla and Mamo read White. Both 
girls are queer. 

A fantastical journey worth taking. (cover gallery, sketches) 
(Graphic fantasy. 14-18)

GHOST HUNTERS ADVENTURE 
CLUB AND THE EXPRESS 
TRAIN TO NOWHERE
Mills, Cecil H.H.
Permuted Press (224 pp.) 
$21.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63758-184-1 
Series: Ghost Hunters Adventure Club, 2 

An adventure story about missing 
items and mysterious people. 

Trudi de la Rosa and her friends, 
brothers J.J. and Valentine Watts, comprise the Ghost Hunters 
Adventure Club, whose purpose is to fight crime and solve mys-
teries as a team. This entry, a follow-up to Ghost Hunters Adven-
ture Club and the Secret of the Grande Chateau (2020), begins with 
a ride on the Harborville Express. Little do they know what an 
adventure it will be when they jump onboard this historic die-
sel electric train. When ruby jewelry belonging to the duchess 
of Cordelia goes missing, it’s up to Trudi, J.J., and Valentine to 
find the stolen treasure. Whether encountering Siobhan Swee-
ney, the brothers’ archenemy, or working alongside Inspector 

“Intoxicating art and rich, glowing colors 
sweep readers up in magic.”

mamo
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Horvath, the trio must determine who is telling the truth and 
weed out the liars. However, they are stumped many times along 
the journey and encounter obstacles and challenges, including 
suspicious characters, the train’s suddenly coming to a stop, and 
the engineer’s missing tools. This fun mystery will keep readers 
laughing and guessing until the end. Mills breaks the fourth wall 
to address readers directly and converse with characters from 
the book in a way that is entertaining and memorable. Charac-
ters are minimally described and seem to follow a White default.

A quirky, fast-paced, and engaging mystery. (Mystery. 13-16)

OUT THERE
Into the Queer New Yonder
Ed. by Mitchell, Saundra
Inkyard Press (448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-335-42589-8  

An anthology packed with tales of 
queer love that will launch readers into 
alternate realities and distant futures. 

What if every straight person in the 
world suddenly vanished? What if you 

could transfer your consciousness to a new body on Mars? What 
if you could commune with souls and give everyone a proper 
homegoing? Asked to write the story they needed as teens, the 
17 contributing authors present narratives centered on love, 
acceptance, and hope that span a multitude of genres, from 
epic space adventures to fervent romances, each infused with 
science-fiction elements. Reflecting the authors themselves, 
these short stories include characters of diverse races, ethnici-
ties, genders, and sexualities and offer much-needed mirrors to 
queer readers young and old. Readers will encounter familiar 
names from YA such as K. Ancrum, Alechia Dow, Leah John-
son, Alex London, Abdi Nazemian, Adam Sass, and more. The 
seamless flow between each entry keeps readers engaged and 
immersed in worlds known and unknown. The stories are over-
all very well written, fleshed out with just enough details to keep 
readers fascinated by reimagined futures summed up in grati-
fying endings. Most delve into issues such as the microaggres-
sions queer people face, oppressive governments, and humans’ 
environmental impact on the world. However, none of this 
deters the protagonists from finding community and wholly 
embracing themselves.

An enchanting collection. (contributors’ biographies) 
(Science-fiction anthology. 14-18)

RISE OF THE SNAKE GODDESS
Moke, Jenny Elder
Disney-Hyperion (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-368-06727-0 
Series: Samantha Knox, 2 

Readers are reunited with Prohibi-
tion-era aspiring archaeologist Saman-
tha Knox and her friends as they travel 
to Crete to unlock the mystery of an 
ancient Minoan goddess. 

Although Sam has completed her first year of study at the 
University of Chicago at the top of her class, professor Atchin-
son refuses to include her in his summer field study at Knossos. 
Angered by his dismissiveness, Sam jumps at the opportunity 
to travel to Crete anyway with old friends Joana and Bennett 
Steeling. Their discovery of a beseeching letter from a museum 
curator to professor Wallstone, a returning character from 
Curse of the Specter Queen (2021), provides the impetus to explore 
a Cretan cave with a mysterious symbol. Upon arrival, the trio 
are swept up into exciting adventures including cave explora-
tion, earthquakes, shady characters, daring escapes, charmed 
snakes, and—most importantly—the finding of a golden girdle 
that ensnares Sam with its siren song. Throughout, professor 
Atchinson remains a thorn in Sam’s side, constantly belittling 
her gender, talents, and ambition. Sam’s response to his misog-
yny and classism propels the book’s action but also, in the deft 
hands of the author, provides readers with insights into the 
complexities of identity, self-awareness, and right action. While 
never becoming preachy, the book also thoughtfully explores 
issues related to the ethics of the acquisition and ownership of 
antiquities. All characters appear White.

Another satisfying supernatural adventure featuring an 
intrepid solver of puzzles. (Adventure. 13-18)

THE GIFTS THAT BIND US
O’Donoghue, Caroline
Walker US/Candlewick (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5362-2222-7  

A group of Irish teens contend with 
their newly acquired magical powers 
while also navigating shifting relation-
ships in this follow-up to All Our Hidden 
Gifts (2021). 

Maeve; her nonbinary first love, Roe, 
who uses both he/his and they/them pronouns; and their friends, 
Fiona and Lily, have spent the summer honing their paranormal 
talents on the grounds of St. Bernadette’s, the private all-girls 
school where Maeve, Fiona, and Lily are soon returning for 
their final year. Maeve feels anxious both about Roe’s departure 
for college and his impending European band tour as well as 
about Fiona and Lily’s deepening friendship and plans to leave 
their small city of Kilbeg. She’s further plagued by encounters 



1 1 2   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

and strange dreams involving Aaron, the creepy, hateful leader 
of conservative Christian youth group the Children of Brigid. 
This smart, poignant drama is spot-on in its portrayal of a real-
istically pivotal time in these deeply likable characters’ lives as it 
winds its way slowly into the mystery around what supernatural 
forces are at play below the surface. The lengthy building of ten-
sion eventually gives way to unexpected twists, and the novel’s 
resolution is satisfying while also clearly laying the groundwork 
for a sequel. Main characters are White; the previous entry 
established that Fiona is Filipina and White, and there is realis-
tic diversity in race and sexuality among supporting characters.

Another gripping, magic-filled installment in this rich con-
temporary fantasy. (Paranormal. 14-18)

MY NAME IS JASON. 
MINE TOO.
Our Story. Our Way.
Reynolds, Jason
Illus. by Jason Griffin
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (96 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-5344-7823-7  

An artful collaboration; a love story.
In the early aughts, acclaimed writer 

Reynolds and accomplished artist Grif-
fin shared a first name, a college dorm room, and a plan to move 
to New York City to pursue their overlapping dreams. This 
mixed-media art project and collection of poems is the result of 
their striving and struggles and the strength of their friendship. 
A number of entries focus on differences, for example, between 
Griffin’s red hair and Reynolds’ black curls. By way of contrast 
and juxtaposition, this is a story of connection between visual 
art and poetry, between dreams and real life in Brooklyn, and 
between two young men who eschewed many cultural expec-
tations regarding what two men can mean to one another and 
how they should express their emotions and creativity. Their 
history is illustrated in bold colors, and the printed words are 
complemented by hand-lettered text. While the unevenness of 
the textual and visual presentations can at times present more 
as an uneasy distraction than a cohesive narrative—like when 
Reynolds’ well-grounded anxieties about New York or the pre-
carious health of his mother are set against Griffin’s art-world 
ambitions and passions—the creative effort forces readers to 
constantly give attention to form, process, and relationships of 
all sorts.

Two Jasons share their singular experiences with all those 
who value art. (Poetry. 12-15)

SAIGAMI, VOLUME 1
(Re)birth by Flame
Seny
Saturday AM (208 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-7603-7685-0 
Series: Saigami, 1 

Depressed teenager Hanasaki Ayumi 
is dragged into a magical realm.

Ayumi is dissatisfied with her life 
when a letter from her estranged dad 

arrives, inviting her to meet up with him. Instead of finding her 
father at the waterfront, however, Ayumi is blasted off the pier 
by an explosion as a mysterious hooded figure looks on. When 
she wakes up, Ayumi finds herself in a strange place where some 
humans, known as saigami, have the supernatural ability to con-
trol a single element. In search of answers, Ayumi joins saigami 
Sean and Reyji on a journey to the city of Zaosz. On the way 
there, the trio are ambushed by incarnations—summoned crea-
tures that have been consumed by magic—and during the ensu-
ing fight, Ayumi discovers her powers as a fire saigami. Despite 
her lack of training, Ayumi must now take the saigami exam 
once they reach Zaosz—or face limited citizenship rights. To 
help her succeed, Sean suggests they take the exam as a team. 
Beautiful full-color pages are mixed with traditional grayscale 
manga panels. Ayumi is richly characterized through both the 
text and the usage of cracked lines over the artwork to repre-
sent her feelings of depression. The use of well-known manga 
tropes creates a nostalgic “greatest hits” album feel while still 
possessing enough creativity to be fresh and exciting. Names 
may cue characters’ ethnicities.

A taste of a fantastical world that manga lovers will adore. 
(Manga. 12-16)

ONLY PIECES
Tello, Edd
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-9785-9602-3 
Series: West 44 YA Verse 

Unable to express himself freely at 
home, a gay teen, the son of undocu-
mented immigrants, finds solace in his 
writing.

The call comes in: Apá is returning 
home after not being able to find work due to an injury. Now, 
the tension between Edgar Jimenez’s parents boils over: Little 
income means that Amá stresses out about food and bills; Apá, 
in the meantime, finds escape in beer and television—when 
he’s not out of sorts. Edgar pours his thoughts and worries into 
his poetry as a way to explore his emotions. After all, he has a 
secret: He’s gay. Amá knows, but she encourages Edgar to keep 
this a secret from his dad. But one night, Edgar runs into his 
crush, Alex Cisneros, in his apartment complex, and it turns 
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out that Alex has a secret as well, one that he confides in Edgar. 
As pressure builds at home, Edgar starts to hang out with Alex, 
who shows interest in him and his writing. The two Mexican 
American boys slowly bond over their troubles and fears even 
though Edgar finds it hard to overcome the pressures he feels 
from his parents. Tello’s YA debut is slim yet potent, simmer-
ing up until the ending that presents optimistic fragments full 
of vague possibilities that may both frustrate and delight. The 
author infuses some lovely imagery and Mexican folklore into 
this overall pleasing offering.

An appealing coming-of-age story that will engage reluc-
tant readers. (Verse novel. 12-18)

THE COMEDIENNE’S GUIDE 
TO PRIDE
Thomson, Hayli
Page Street (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-64567-536-5  

When Taylor Parker becomes a final-
ist for Saturday Night Live’s diversity 
internship, her life explodes. 

As a fully closeted lesbian, if she wins, 
Taylor won’t just be out to her friends 

and family, she’ll suddenly be out to the world. She has until 
Christmas, after which the winner’s name will be released. The 
rest of her life isn’t any easier: She’s growing apart from her best 
friend, Brooke; hiding a secret romance with beautiful (and out) 
theater kid Charlotte; and struggling through family crises. As 
both her romance and ambitions grow stronger, Taylor must 
force herself to be more than just the funny girl; she must also 
be courageous about who she is. The book is carried along by 
a buoyant tone. Taylor is genuinely appealing, a distinct narra-
tor whose showmanship is funny and whose love of stand-up 
and sketch writing comes across as a true passion. Thomson 
uses Taylor’s hometown of Salem, Massachusetts, full of quirky 
locals and locations, to find humor and even pathos in a place 
associated with persecution in popular culture. Charlotte and 
Taylor are refreshingly passionate—but also realistically sweet 
and awkward in turns—and Taylor’s relationships with other 
female friends and mentors are highlights. She’s organically sur-
rounded by complicated and caring women who are like herself 
in different ways, guiding her toward her own truth. Most char-
acters default to White; Brooke is Black.

A charmer with hidden depth. (Fiction. 14-18)

BEAUTY AND 
THE BESHARAM 
Vale, Lillie
Viking (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-35087-4  

Kavya Joshi is aware that some peo-
ple—classmates, Indian aunties and uncles, 
her older sister—think she’s besharam: 

“Bossy. Audacious. Rude. Mouthy. Boastful. 
Shameless. Bold.”

Nevertheless, Kavya is proud of her all-or-nothing attitude 
and refuses to compromise her personality for anyone, includ-
ing the people she dates. And no one brings out her competitive 
spirit more than Ian Jun, her Korean American former friend–
turned-rival, who not only excels with ease at everything he does 
but looks great doing it. As junior year wraps up, their friends 
decide to settle the long-standing rivalry over the summer with 
three mystery challenges. Kavya is eager to win and be declared 
the undisputed victor, especially after Ian joins her in working 
as off-brand Disney character children’s entertainers. But as she 
spends more time with Ian, who is considerate, charming, and 
seems to genuinely admire Kavya for who she is, Kavya starts 
to wonder if she’s misjudged him all along. Set in the picture-
perfect town of Luna Cove, Indiana, this is a story that feels 
simultaneously magical and true to life. The character-driven 
plot, led by a vibrant cast that showcases diversity in ethnicity, 
gender identity, and sexual orientation, places equal weight on 
the value of friendship, family relationships, and romance, with 
each element playing an important role in Kavya’s growth and 
changing self-understanding throughout the book.

A joyful ode to being true to yourself and finding love 
where you least expect it. (Romance. 13-18)

CAUGHT IN THE HAZE
Van, Sandi
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-9785-9599-6 
Series: West 44 YA Verse 

Tae attempts to fit in at a new school 
and on a new soccer team. 

When Tae’s family moves, not only 
does he have to adjust to prestigious 
Westgate High, but he and his brother, 

both adopted from Korea by their White American parents, 
stick out in their ethnically homogeneous neighborhood. Pre-
viously the team star, Tae pushes through excruciating varsity 
tryouts, hazing, racist bullying, and an intense, self-inflicted 
personal training regimen. Tae’s struggle to become a Westgate 
Warrior mirrors his need to fit in as a racial minority in a mostly 
White school. As the annual hazing ritual turns dangerous, Tae 
must choose between staying silent to protect the team and 
telling the truth. The terse, snappy narration from Tae’s point 

“A charmer with hidden depth.”
the comedienne’s guide to pride
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of view is accessible and immersive. The frenetic soccer games 
will be best appreciated by fans who understand the sport’s 
positions, strategy, and lingo. Tae’s perspective enhances the 
straightforward depiction of hazing as he analyzes his own 
sense of self-worth as it is tied to membership in a team amid 
bullying and familial and social pressures. The quick pace keeps 
the action going for plot-oriented readers but prevents deeper 
relationship development. Similarly, subjects such as develop-
ing new friendships, adoption and family dynamics, racism and 
belonging, and others have potential but could have been han-
dled with more complexity.

A fast-paced sports novel for reluctant readers that sacri-
fices depth for action. (Verse novel. 12-18)

Y O U N G  A D U L T

ZAKIYA’S ENDURING WOUNDS
Velásquez, Gloria L.
Piñata Books/Arte Público (128 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-55885-943-2 
Series: Roosevelt High School, 11 

The 11th installment in the Roos-
evelt High School series delves into grief 
and self-harm.

Black sophomore Zakiya Cameron 
has it all—a spot on the volleyball team, 

solid best friends, Peyton and Dalana, and a loving (though 
sometimes annoying) family. Her Catholic family struggles 
financially, but her parents are saving to buy their own house. 
Zakiya adores her father the most, relishing in his supportive 
presence, but when he dies one day from a sudden heart attack, 
Zakiya collapses in on herself. Consumed by grief, Zakiya, who 
is normally an attentive student, withdraws in her classes. She 
also lashes out at her friends, who no longer understand her vol-
atile moods, quits attending volleyball practice, and becomes 
frustrated with her mom and brothers. The only thing that 
brings solace is the act of cutting herself. Worried about his sis-
ter, Zakiya’s older brother reaches out to Dr. Martínez, a coun-
selor who is struggling with grief of her own. Perhaps she might 
be able to get through to Zakiya and help her ease her suffering 
in a healthier way. The novel is commendable for its diverse cast 
and explicit approach to consequential, relatable issues. Unfor-
tunately, the teens’ dialogue makes them feel younger than their 
intended ages, and some of the prose could be more polished.

An earnest novel for reluctant readers about serious issues. 
(glossary) (Fiction. 12-16)

HELL FOLLOWED 
WITH US 
White, Andrew Joseph
Peachtree Teen (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-68263-324-3  

In the aftermath of a plague, a furi-
ous transgender boy seeks to end the 
movement that plans to wield him for 
their genocide in the name of salvation. 

On Judgment Day, the Angels, a cult 
of White, Evangelical Christian eco-fascists, released the Flood 
upon the world—a plague to purge the unfaithful—but their 
work remains unfinished until they unleash their final weapon. 
Benji, a White trans boy, couldn’t escape the Angels before 
they injected him with Seraph, a plague mutation engineered 
to transform him into an abomination in control of the Flood 
and all its monstrous creations. However, when he’s ambushed 
by nonbelievers who present him with an opportunity, Benji 
joins forces with their resistance, determined to fight the 
Angels with whatever time he has left. This cinematically gory 
apocalyptic horror not only delivers high stakes, fast-paced 
action, and fraught romantic drama, it engages critically with 
the intertwining impacts of colonialism, capitalism, and White 
supremacy. The resistance truthfully depicts diversity within 
queerness while also holding White queer people accountable 
for gatekeeping and upholding White supremacy. The narrative 
focuses primarily on Benji’s point of view but shifts strategi-
cally with shorter sections showing the perspectives of his two 
romantic interests, including Nick, a White, cisgender autistic 
boy who plays a significant role in the resistance. A restorative, 
hopeful resolution brings the story to a satisfying close without 
turning Benji into a savior. 

A gloriously ferocious and scorching blaze. (Dystopian/horror. 
15-18)

NEVER COMING HOME
Williams, Kate
Delacorte (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-30486-0  

Ten young influencers go on an all-
expenses-paid tropical vacation. Will any 
of them return alive?

Unknown Island, an invitation-only 
luxury resort where everything is free 
and the philanthropic owner wishes to 

remain anonymous, is trending on social media. The carefully 
curated inaugural group, which includes some racial diversity, 
is made up of a feminist CEO, a famous video gamer, a foot-
ball player–turned–dance influencer, a transgender model, a  
Princeton undergraduate elected to local office, a restaurateur 
with a YouTube following, a TikTok-famous beauty, a rich party 
girl, an environmentalist, and a drug-dealing DJ. None of them 

“This cinematically gory apocalyptic horror delivers 
fast-paced action and fraught romantic drama.”

hell followed with us
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are over the age of 20. Ambitions run high as they approach the 
island, each hoping to grow their following and monetize the 
resulting fame with this single activation. Hope quickly turns 
to fear and anger, though, as they find themselves stranded at a 
less-than-luxurious motel with no staff, little to eat except junk 
food, and no Wi-Fi to contact the outside world. They soon 
discover that it wasn’t their influencer status that got them 
invited but their deepest, darkest secrets. In a modern retelling 
of Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None, with nods to the 
infamous Fyre Festival, the unexpected twists and nonstop ten-
sion will keep readers grasping for explanations. Mildly graphic 
scenes add to the horror, while the finale is as surprising as it is 
frightening in its plausibility.

Social media has never been this scary. (Thriller. 14-18)



indie
FACES OF AUTISM
Aguirre, Lisa
Self (453 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.95 audiobook
Nov. 12, 2021

Members of the autism commu-
nity have their say in this collection 
of interviews.

Autism is a spectrum, and those affected by it represent a 
whole range of experiences. Each person’s autism is different, 
which is why it is important to listen to as many perspectives as 
possible. In this work, Aguirre compiles interviews with over 30 
advocates from the autism community, including people with 
the condition and their families. They discuss the ways autism 
manifests in their lives as well as questions of faith, community, 
work, school, and what they wish others knew about the condi-
tion. Some talk about the way their autism intersects with other 
issues in their lives, like Ben from Virginia, who has encoun-
tered both ableism and racism, often at the same time. Ginny 
Conroy, also from Virginia, talks about how her brother, Russell, 
manages with both autism and Down syndrome. She discusses 
how the autism was in some ways harder for the family to deal 
with when he was a child. Russell’s situation inspired Conroy—
who suspects several of her family members fall somewhere on 
the spectrum—to embark on a career in special education and 
behavioral analysis. Several other parents and siblings of people 
with autism share their own insights, which readers outside the 
autism community may be surprised to learn. “I would…like 
others to know that parents of autistic children can be under 
significant scrutiny from others, including autistic adults,” says 
Amanda, a third Virginian, whose twins, Noah and Nick, have 
the disorder. “Some of them are displeased with the parents of 
autistic children.…I am terrified that my children could feel the 
same way one day.” Such messages contribute to the author’s 
portrait of the contemporary autism landscape, one in which 
increased activism and visibility go hand in hand with differing 
opinions and occasional misunderstandings.

The book is elegantly formatted, with full-color photographs 
of each person profiled. Aguirre is a minimal presence as an 
interviewer, but her short, open-ended questions invite intrigu-
ing responses from her interviewees. She frequently speaks with 
multiple members of the same family, which helps to show how 
individuals’ autism can shape the lives and relationships of those 
around them. The variety of experiences within the autism com-
munity is on display here even as members of that group admit 
to feeling sidelined or silenced. “People don’t care that I’m autis-
tic, and they don’t care that I’m an autistic parent,” says Sal from 
Texas. “People don’t even care that I have my degree and am a 
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practitioner who specializes in autism. They still don’t want to 
hear what I have to say.” The book is released as a special edition 
of Autism Parenting Magazine, and the primary audience seems to 
be those who are already inside or adjacent to the autism com-
munity. But readers with little experience of autism or a curiosity 
to learn more will be well served by this volume, which succeeds 
in putting a number of faces to the condition.

An assortment of enlightening interviews with people 
with autism and their families.

CARAVAN OF PAIN
The True Story of the Tattoo 
the Earth Tour

Alderman, Scott
Self (182 pp.) 
$10.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  March 15, 2022
978-0-578-34424-9

Alderman, the author of Get Off: The 
Sordid Youth and Unlikely Survival of a 
Queer Junkie Wonder Boy (2020), describes 
his long-shot attempt to launch a tattoo-

themed rock tour in this memoir.
Staging a festival that combined heavy metal and the art of 

tattooing was not on Alderman’s bucket list back in 1998. He 
had some tattoos of his own, and he’d previously worked as a 
promoter and club owner, but he describes the impetus of the 
Tattoo the Earth tour as a moment of crisis during a period of 
stress rather than a long-held vision: “I thought it might be an 
aneurysm, or my head rocketing completely off my shoulders, 
but what came out was the idea for Tattoo the Earth.” At the time, 
tattooing had not yet become a ubiquitous form of expression—it 
had only just become legal again in New York state in 1997. With 
his friend and noted tattoo artist Sean Vasquez, Alderman set out 
to recruit other luminaries of the art form, including Filip Leu 
and Bernie Luther. The hardest part, though, would prove to be 
booking the bands: Alderman set his sights on the biggest names 
in heavy metal, including Metallica, Slayer, and, later, a new group 
whose debut album, in 1999, went platinum: Slipknot. Alderman 
had no idea just what it would take to turn his late-night impulse 
into a reality, but the resulting ride, during which he struggled 
with a health scare, was a wild one, and the Tattoo the Earth tour 
finally launched in 2000. The author’s prose is red-blooded and 
energetic, as in this passage in which he describes his enthusiasm 
over the Bernie Luther–created sleeve he got while recruiting art-
ists for the tour: “My tattoo made me feel like I had a bionic limb, 
and I held it awkwardly and stared at it, trying to get used to its 
power.” Over the course of the book, the author offers some typi-
cal but still diverting music memoir escapades: celebrity encoun-
ters, industry negotiations, and carnivalesque episodes from the 
pit and backstage. It’s most notable, however, for offering read-
ers a rare chronicle of the era in which tattooing went from an 
underground activity to a part of the mainstream—a shift that 
Tattoo the Earth can lay claim to having energized.

A highly entertaining account of one of rock’s most color-
ful tours.

SHAVING WITH OCCAM 
Appel, Jacob M.
Press Americana (270 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Jan. 6, 2022
978-1-73536-013-3

A clever amateur detective investi-
gates a murder in this seriocomic mystery.

The tale’s narrator is Henrietta Flor-
ence Van Duyn Brigander, aka Granny 
Flamingo, aka The Mad Bird Lady of East 
14th Street. Born into a wealthy and well-

connected, if quirky, old family, she slipped into schizophrenia 
early on in life and has been on the streets or in psychiatric wards 
ever since. Now, someone in the mental illness ward at Mount 
Hebron hospital has been murdered. Henrietta is determined to 
find the killer, especially because she was sweet on the victim, Big 
George Currier. So it’s off to the races, all over Manhattan and 
Queens, while the Albanian Mafia may be out to kill her. Readers 
meet all sorts of street denizens worthy of Dickens, plus some 
sleazy bureaucrats and time servers: It is the Big Apple full bore. 
Eventually, Henrietta arrives at a possible solution that is outra-
geously improbable but somehow logical. The English philoso-
pher William of Ockham would be proud of his acolyte. Appel 
is clearly having great fun, and Henrietta is a wonderful charac-
ter. She was born to tell her story, just as Holden Caulfield and 
Ishmael were. She is talkative and adept at digressions, especially 
about the history of her illustrious family, piling anecdote upon 
anecdote. Anyway is her device for gulping for a breath in this 
cascade. Twins are a motif here. Big George and Little Abe were 
identical twins, and Henrietta and her deceased brother, Rusky, 
were fraternal twins (he was also schizophrenic, and he stepped 
into an empty elevator shaft). The author makes excellent use of 
this trope (see Shakespeare, et. al.). Besides the vivid Brigander 
family anecdotes are Henrietta’s intriguing cultural and historical 
allusions. The woman is a font of trivia and constantly annoyed 
that others are so clueless. This gives rise to the exhilarating 
book’s last 50-some pages, which are titled “Glossary of Things 
You Should Know…” and enlighten readers about all those allu-
sions. Appel is a working psychiatrist (write what you know), 
among other things—he has picked up advanced degrees almost 
like a hobby.

A giddy journey with an unforgettable sleuth to guide readers.

SORROW LEDGE
Arbogast, Kenneth
Vigilant Newf Books (448 pp.) 
$21.95  |  $13.95 paper  |  $3.95 e-book
Dec. 16, 2021
978-1-73487-218-7
978-1-73487-211-8 paper

In 1880, a Maine lighthouse keeper 
must deal with a nor’easter, a shipwreck, 
an armed gunman, and his own violent 
past in Arbogast’s novel. 
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Violence threatens to erupt after former Maine governor 
and Civil War hero Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain is summoned 
to oversee a contested gubernatorial election in the state. How-
ever, on the state’s rocky island of Sorrow Ledge, Ben Grindle, 
a lighthouse keeper whose face was scarred in the Civil War, 
hasn’t yet heard of such strife. His concerns are reserved for 
manning the wick with his steadfast assistant, Seamus, and 
raising his two daughters with his wife, Rebecca. When an 
unexpected blizzard strikes, a packet boat called The Gideon 
runs aground, adding nine more souls to the ice-covered island. 
Among them is a gun-toting Irish Republican revolutionary 
with a sea chest full of explosives and unclear plans for Maine’s 
political upheaval. All of this recalls a time when Ben found 
himself caught up in major historical events—blinded and 
newly injured, dismissed from the Union Army, and placed in 
the able care of a younger, wittier, and resourceful Seamus, who 
led him to his Rebecca at Sorrow Ledge through the terrible 
New York City draft riots. Arbogast’s novel is a richly described 
work of historical fiction that pulls together a handful of vio-
lent events centered on political issues that are unique to their 
time but have chilling parallels to present-day happenings. The 
author brings scenes vividly to life with descriptions of the 
smells of the Grindles’ hearty breakfasts, the wet chill of New 
England in January, and the gasps of anguish in Civil War sur-
gery tents. The book can occasionally get caught up in esoteric, 
Maine-centric aspects of American history or the minutiae of 
lighthouse maintenance, but its true strength lies in its willing-
ness to pause for memorable character moments, including the 
unexpected fun of an islandwide rat hunt. Rebecca is a particu-
larly vibrant character, and her loving but cheeky personality is 
the novel’s driving force.

A deliberately paced work whose characters are as com-
pelling as the history they inhabit. 

SUNFLOWERS BENEATH 
THE SNOW
Brown, Teri M.
Atmosphere Press (332 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Dec. 16, 2021
978-1-63988-142-0

Three Ukrainian women—a mother, 
daughter, and granddaughter—forge 
connections and evolve while the Soviet 
Union collapses around them.

Bitter cold permeates many of the scenes in this aptly titled 
novel. From harsh Soviet Ukrainian winters to icy weather 
abroad, the climate is an often hostile force that reflects the 
political and emotional drama that unfolds. The work offers a 
multigenerational family story. The father, Lyaksandro Hadeon 
Rosomakha, must leave his home, his wife, and his daughter 
after being caught spying for Ukrainian nationalists. He jour-
neys to London, where he assumes a new identity in shame, far 
from his family. But this tale isn’t about Lyaksandro. Rather, 
Brown focuses on the women he left behind: Ivanna, his wife; 

Tumultuous times call for down-
home cooking, piquant dishes, and 
ravishing desserts, whether in an op-
ulent restaurant, noisy diner, or at 
home in front of a big-screen TV. But 
gastronomes may also enjoy reading 
about memorable meals or what’s next 
in the dining revolution. Kirkus Indie 
recently reviewed three nonfiction 
books that provide food anecdotes, 
advice, and predictions.

In Stoves & 
Suitcases, Cynthia D. Bertelsen recalls her 
childhood, her time in the Peace Corps, 
her marriage, and the savory dishes she 
sampled during her travels. Her descrip-
tions are vibrant: “I ate like a wolf with a 
fresh kill, gulping the food on my plate in 
gasping, almost orgiastic bites, wadding 
up balls of bread and stuffing them into 
my mouth.” Our reviewer calls her mem-
oir and cookbook “a tasty stew of grip-
ping stories and evocative foodie lore.”

Delivering the Digital Restaurant by 
Meredith Sandland and Carl Orsbourn 
shows culinary establishments how they 
can flourish in the digital age, meet-
ing consumers “where they are: online.” 
The authors, with experience in restau-
rant operations and development, as-
sess various food delivery systems, offer 
marketing suggestions, and analyze the 
impact of Covid-19 on the dining land-
scape. “Serious restaurateurs will appre-
ciate this comprehensive guide to deliv-

ery success,” our critic writes.
Karthik Sekar’s After Meat makes 

the case that raising animals for food 
and materials is outdated and inefficient. 

“All indications suggest that the future of 
food will ultimately be tastier, healthier, 
cheaper, kinder, and better for the envi-
ronment,” the author asserts. “This will 
happen because we won’t use animal 
products.” Sekar, whose background en-
compasses biochemical engineering and 
systems biology, explains how experts 
can use organic compounds in microbes, plants, and fungi to cre-
ate a meatless world. According to our reviewer, the work pres-
ents “an idiosyncratic and often engaging look at how meat isn’t 
cutting it.”

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

INDIE  |  Myra Forsberg

culinary stories
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and Yevtsye, his daughter. Moving from the 1970s to the present 
day, the story chronicles the women’s experiences, providing 
a rich overview of the end of the Soviet Union and the intel-
lectual and social unrest that creates an independent Ukraine. 
The most intriguing moments explore the tensions between 
mother and daughter, who represent contrasting views of the 
Soviet Union and Ukrainian nationalism. Ivanna is a secular 
Communist Party loyalist, while her daughter is swept up by the 
appeals for Ukrainian autonomy and by the Orthodox Church. 
But through these women’s eyes, momentous events in history 
and economic and social policies become catalysts to explore 
a dynamic familial relationship and highlight how the duo sur-
vives in the face of outside pressures, including food shortages 
and political turbulence. Eventually, Yevtsye welcomes her own 
daughter, Ionna, into the family (which includes her husband, 
Danya). When Ionna’s birth leads to Yevtsye’s postpartum 
depression, the story offers a vivid, complementary series of 
glimpses of motherhood in which the complicated emotions 
of one mother-daughter pair are examined next to those of 
another. Ultimately, Ionna, who grows up craving to become 
a writer, brings the engrossing narrative forward from the end 
of the 20th century into the 21st. While there’s a great deal of 
improbability in her portion of the tale, with plenty of airport 
hijinks, Ionna’s story of her own struggle for survival (mirroring 
her mother’s and grandmother’s) brings the novel—and many 
of its threads—to a satisfying and resonant close.

A compassionate, balanced, and engaging look at genera-
tional conflict—and resolution—during social upheaval.

MONET & OSCAR
The Essence of Light
Byrd, Joe
Giverny Books (300 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
March 10, 2021
979-8-67871-852-5

In Byrd’s debut historical novel, an 
American-born veteran of World War 
I finds work as a gardener for famed 
painter Claude Monet, whom he sus-

pects is his father. 
Oscar Bonhomme was born in France but raised in San 

Francisco. His late mother, Christine, was a well-known land-
scape designer in California; she was also born in France, and 
in Antibes, many years ago, she had an affair with Monet, and 
she believed that the artist was her son’s father. After Oscar 
recovers in a French hospital from his wounds—he’s among the 
few Americans who fought as a soldier for France during the 
Great War—he lands a job as a gardener for Monet, hoping to 
finally determine his true parentage. However, the artist isn’t 
an easy man to get to know; he’s earned his “storied reputation 
as a reluctant speaker.” At first, the mystery only deepens when 
Oscar is forced to consider the brilliant artist Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir, a friend of Monet’s, as a possible paternity candidate 
as well as Georges Clemenceau, the prime minister of France. 

Oscar also becomes embroiled in a flirtatious relationship with 
Isabelle Brescher, an aspiring painter who immediately takes a 
shine to him despite his deep anxieties. Indeed, Byrd too often 
depicts the protagonist’s fragility in melodramatic, overheated 
terms over the course of the novel; for example, Oscar is beside 
himself when he first discovers that Isabelle is interested in 
art, as he is: “His head was spinning. It seemed too much of a 
coincidence that this goddess would have interests like his. Per-
haps he was dreaming? He stomped on his foot to make sure he 
was awake.” Still, the author presents a poignant and histori-
cally authentic portrait of Monet, capturing his laconic, mercu-
rial manner. Also, Byrd’s knowledge of Monet’s work, and the 
artistic milieu from which it came, is impressively rigorous. As 
a result, although the story’s unabashed sentimentality can be 
wearisome at times, art lovers are likely to enjoy its peek into a 
great painter’s mind. 

A thoughtful depiction of a monumental artist hampered 
by the sometimes-overwrought storytelling that surrounds it.

TAKE ME WITH YOU
Carlisle, Vanessa
Running Wild Press (328 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  June 1, 2021
978-1-94-704178-3

A New York City sex worker investi-
gates the disappearance of her stepfather 
in Los Angeles in Carlisle’s novel. 

Kindred Powell has carved out an 
interesting life in Manhattan, where she 
works with her girlfriend Nautica at a 

BDSM dungeon. She’d previously worked as an exotic dancer, 
which wasn’t the career she expected, but as Kindred says, “You 
don’t get recruited by the escort agencies from a secret roster 
of girls-who-got-hurt.” She grew up poor in Studio City, Cali-
fornia, with a White mother who worked two low-paying jobs 
and her boyfriend, Carl, a Black man whom Kindred considers 
her true father. Carl played a large role in the life of Kindred, 
who’s White, introducing her to endless lessons and books 
about Black liberation and justice. Unfortunately, Carl ended 
up in prison for selling marijuana, and her mother was diag-
nosed with stomach cancer. Kindred’s feelings about economic 
and racial injustice intensify after Carl’s incarceration, but she’s 
forced to move to New York with a friend to find work and her 
own way in the world. As time passes and Kindred gains skills 
and experience as a sex worker, Carl goes missing in downtown 
LA’s skid row. She knows she must return home and take risks 
that she’s never taken before to find the man who influenced 
her and never got a fair shake in life. Carlisle’s discerning novel 
ably demonstrates the various ways that the United States can 
be an unforgiving place for people with limited financial means. 
The sex worker plotline is one that many readers may find famil-
iar, but Kindred’s lifelike backstory about her early years in LA 
gives the novel ample weight. Carl’s indefatigable voice adds lay-
ers of substance to Kindred’s story, and the details of his experi-
ence are both illuminating and heartbreaking. Overall, though, 
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“A realistic and unsentimental take on race, class, and justice.”
take me with you
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the story might have been more effective if it had focused more 
on Kindred’s growth rather than on the gravitational pull that 
LA has on her. 

A realistic and unsentimental take on race, class, and justice 
as seen through the eyes of an uncompromising protagonist.

SOMEWHERE ABOVE IT ALL
Clayton, Holli Fawcett
Greenleaf Book Group Press (296 pp.) 
$22.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-62634-913-1

A novel of new beginnings and sec-
ond chances by debut author Clayton.

Marren Halleck married her child-
hood sweetheart, Brody, a sweet, athletic, 
talented, and handsome man, beloved by 
all in his small Arkansas town. He’s on 

his way to a lucrative professional baseball career when a serious 
injury sidelines him and puts him on a path of opioid addiction, 
which not only destroys his marriage, but later ends Brody’s 
life. Crushed by grief and desperate to feel whole and in control, 
Marren trains for the biggest challenge of her life: to summit 
Mount Kilimanjaro. After arriving in Tanzania alone, she forms 
bonds with the members of her climbing group, including an 
intriguing, mysterious solo climber named Chris Courtland, 
to whom she grows particularly close. Marren believes that he 
may be the key to helping her move beyond her grief. However, 
when her past pain meets her present-day reality, she must find 
the personal strength to move forward. In a tale that makes fre-
quent use of flashbacks, Clayton successfully takes the reader 
on an engaging journey—not only through grief, but on a tour of 
climbing Kilimanjaro, complete with sights, sounds, and sensa-
tions. Each person in the climbing group has a distinct person-
ality, which adds flavor to the story. Although the portrayal of 
the relationship between Marren and Brody feels a bit rushed, 
the strength of their bond still comes through, allowing the 
reader to feel the weight of the protagonist’s loss. The story’s 
themes are rather familiar, and its references to the opioid crisis 
can have the feel of a public service announcement. Nonethe-
less, readers will enjoy the story’s characterizations and relat-
able premise.

An emotional and highly readable tale of love, loss, and 
self-discovery.

INHABITANT
Crittenden, Charles
Atmosphere Press (132 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Dec. 31, 2021
978-1-63988-049-2

A collection of SF–inspired poems 
focuses on searching for—and 
redefining—home.

In this four-part volume of poems, a 
person known only as “the inhabitant” is 
ejected from Earth and must find a new 

place to live. In the opening poem, “The Drop,” the speaker 
grapples with suddenly discovering themselves homeless. They 
watch their former planet burn, and as they let go of their past 
life, they vow to re-create a better version of themselves. They 
drift through the ether “like a runaway balloon” until a ship 
outfitted for one person appears. They consider a “home on the 
moon” but “everything screams of earth.” They contemplate life 
on Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn but instead of relocating, decide to 
continue journeying. Though the inhabitant grows weary, they 
still find hope in an orbit when “stars show their faces” and they 
see “a glitter of light, the sun, / still alive. / comforted, i continue 
on.” They find companionship with a stowaway spider on the 
ship but eventually wonder, “where’s my copilot?” when lone-
liness strikes. Though they find a planet to inhabit, they soon 
grow agitated and leave to “navigate to my home, / to my future, 
/ … / wherever that may be.” The book reads like a stripped-
down novel in stanzas. Throughout, Crittenden skillfully plays 
with the white space on the page to impart the sensation of 
falling into the void or of being lost in the vast sky. The author 
is adept at describing this “environment of endless possibility.” 
From the “weak, spongy” ground to “the cool kiss of a dewy 
fog,” he skillfully transports readers to this strange, extraterres-
trial setting. He asks profound questions like “what’s a planet 
without inhabitants? / what’s an inhabitant without a planet?” 
and makes poignant observations, such as “a planet alone can 
thrive, / but a drifting man can only truly exist on solid ground.” 
Though the work is based in SF, it isn’t hard to apply its reflec-
tions to all individuals who feel untethered or alien, no matter 
where they make their homes.

A creative use of poetry tells a captivating, supernatural tale.

MYRACLES IN 
THE VOID 
Dyson, Wes
Wonderlove (328 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-7379105-0-3

This debut fantasy follows a brother 
and sister on globe-hopping missions to 
find their father—and save the world.

Dyson’s story begins in the middle 
of an ocean on a floating port called 

Hop, a deteriorating habitat of rotting wood and repurposed 
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garbage that hasn’t had visitors in many years. Separated from 
the outside world, the inhabitants of Hop have no idea what 
has transpired elsewhere on the planet (known as Esa). But for 
most of them, the dream is to somehow leave Hop for more 
desirous locales. The father of 15-year-old Gaiel Izz and his sis-
ter, Lynd, 12, did just that five years ago when he left on a ship, 
never to return. The siblings live with their mother, Mape. In a 
magic-filled world where the forces of destruction and creation 
are strong (the power can be found in floating particles called 
spryts), the Izz family has been both blessed and cursed. Gai 
has the ability to fix things, while Lynd, when she gets agitated, 
inadvertently destroys what she touches. Knowing that their 
father—who was rumored to be sick with “Ruin” when he left—
may hold the clues to Lynd’s curse, the two siblings begin epic 
quests to find answers. Lynd touches a red spryt and acciden-
tally rips a hole in space and time, while Gai escapes Hop on the 
back of a giant sea turtle. Literally packed with nonstop action 
and adventure on every page, the two siblings’ very different 
journeys culminate in a jaw-dropping, apocalyptic climax with 
the very existence of the planet hanging in the balance. While 
the storyline is impressively intricate—and original—it’s the 
author’s brilliant worldbuilding and his ability to create a cast 
of deeply developed and emotionally connected characters that 
make this such an applaudable tale. Lastly, the novel’s overarch-
ing theme is profoundly moving: “We define ourselves.” 

An exceptional, must-read adventure written by an excit-
ing new voice in fantasy. 

CATCH
A Love Story
Ewens, Tracy
Manuscript (332 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  June 6, 2021
978-1-73232-165-6

Longtime friends navigate the 
tricky waters of love in this contempo-
rary romance.

Juliet “Jules” Branch Bartlett is a 
fiercely independent mother who works 

as a commercial fishing captain in her hometown of Bodega 
Bay, California, where she lives with her parents and 11-year-old 
daughter, Bella. Six years earlier, Jules left her philandering hus-
band, Wayne Bartlett III, and returned to Bodega Bay to build a 
new life for herself and her child. She has the support of her par-
ents, siblings, and longtime family friend Tyler Pace, a wealthy 
entrepreneur and the business partner of Jules’ brother, Drake. 
Tyler and his younger brother, Dylan, had a childhood marked 
by poverty, during which their mother abandoned them. Tyler 
maintains a residence in San Francisco but returned to Bodega 
Bay to care for his alcoholic father and help him recover from 
a devastating accident. Although Tyler’s in love with Jules, she 
keeps him at arm’s length, wary of getting involved with some-
one whom she sees as a smooth-talking charmer. But when they 
both attend the same wedding, it leads to a night of passion, and 
Jules and Tyler must decide if true love is worth the risk. Ewens 

presents a briskly paced romance with colorful, well-developed 
characters. It expertly balances the lighthearted aspects of Jules 
and Tyler’s relationship with the serious issues they both face. 
Both are amiable people whose friendship is punctuated by 
witty and playful banter (“You’re never late,” Jules says to Tyler 
at one point. “Someone tied to the railroad tracks or trapped 
in a school bus?”), which allows Ewens to showcase her sharp 
prose, as when Jules hopes that Tyler will “say something obnox-
ious to distract her from the fact that he smelled particularly 
delicious today.” Their relationship unfolds gradually, giving the 
author plenty of space to explore the characters’ history from 
grade school to the present. Overall, the storytelling is dynamic 
and multilayered, including subplots involving Jules’ former 
husband, Wayne (whose wedding the main characters attend), 
and Tyler’s troubled dad, and Ewens handles it all with a high 
degree of sensitivity and empathy. 

A heartwarming and nuanced second-chance love story.

PIONEERS AND 
REFUGEES: A DANUBE 
SWABIAN SAGA 
Fischer, Ernst
Archway Publishing (610 pp.) 
$45.95  |  $34.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-66571-514-0
978-1-66571-516-4 paper

Two 18th-century German families 
risk everything to join a pioneer move-

ment in hopes of forging a better future.
It’s the late 1700s, and 12-year-old Karl Schuler lives in 

a small town in what is now southwestern Germany. He’s 
orphaned and sent to a local miller, where he learns a trade and 
grows up. As he begins to plan his own family, he learns of a 
government program sponsoring migration to the frontier ter-
ritory along the Danube River—almost 1,000 miles away. With 
new wife Inge, he begins the long journey to a new life. Miles 
away in Eastern Bavaria, Peter Mueller, a farmer and cabinet-
maker, struggles to support his family in the face of failed crops 
and high rents. He also hears that the government is offering 
free land to those willing to work hard for a fresh start. Leaving 
in the dead of night to avoid his nobleman landlord, Peter; his 
wife, Katherine; and their four children set out for the Danube. 
The two families only intersect briefly on the arduous journey 
to their new homes, but both show determination and deep 
humanity as they become part of an extensive German immi-
grant community on the Serbian border. Six generations later, 
this community finds itself facing daunting, life-changing chal-
lenges as the rise of German fascism creates deep divisions in 
their new homeland. Fischer’s plain writing style ably animates 
the various ethnic groups of the Serbian frontier. He skillfully 
weaves together social history, historical events, and details of 
day-to-day life, from the workings of an 18th-century grain mill 
to the construction of a feather mattress in the 1930s. Tender 
stories of familial love and the joys and losses of pioneer life 
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yield greater themes of belonging and alienation, the atrocities 
of war, and the complexity of ethnic and national loyalties. If 
the central characters seem sometimes too upright and decent 
to be absolutely believable, it’s easily forgiven against the back-
drop of the challenges they face.

An engrossing, satisfying account of the development and 
disintegration of a lesser-known immigrant community. 

ICHTHUS
Sign of the Fish
Fischer, Henry A.
AuthorHouse (504 pp.) 
$42.99  |  $28.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 4, 2021
978-1-66553-987-6
978-1-66553-988-3 paper

A historical novel about an enslaved 
man set in Christianity’s early years.

Fischer has chosen one of the more 
evocative parts of the New Testament as raw material for this 
debut novel: St. Paul’s Epistle to Philemon, which mentions 
Onesimus, thought by most scholars to be a man who escaped 
Philemon’s enslavement. The tone in the letter is intriguingly 
affectionate toward Onesimus, and in this book, Fischer spins a 
larger narrative while imagining his backstory, making him the 
son of a warrior of the Germanic Chatti people, who warred 
with the Romans. Young Onesimus, born with the name Cotto, 
has been raised lovingly by his mother, Birga, who herself feels 
alienated by her own society, with its heavy drinking and ani-
mist religion: “They adored the sun and moon, oak trees and 
rivers, sprites and spirits that dwelt in groves and caves,” she 
reflects. “They built no altars, raised no places of worship, 
erected no distinct object to venerate or adore.” Birga vener-
ates a smooth amber amulet, which she gives to Cotto shortly 
before he’s captured by the Romans and enters into a life of 
slavery. He’s always burning with the desire to return home and 
find his mother, and this framework allows Fischer to take his 
protagonist on a spiritual journey through the religions of the 
Roman world. This eventually brings the character into contact 
with Christianity, at which point Fischer’s story very neatly 
dovetails with the familiar New Testament story. The extent of 
the author’s research is obvious throughout the narrative, but 
it’s never oppressive. Indeed, he shows distinct skill at evoking 
the colorful atmosphere of ancient Rome: “Devotees streamed 
into the crowded temple courtyards as spirals of white, grey and 
black smoke rose from their sacrificial altars amid the bellow-
ing of unfortunate oxen, bulls and cattle.” The combination of 
offbeat ideas and vivid period detail makes this an outstanding 
piece of Christian fiction.

A sweeping and involving novel of one of the Bible’s most 
enigmatic minor figures.

THE LIVELY FOREST
Ginalina
Illus. by Kelley Wills
Peppermint Toast Publishing  (44 pp.) 
$11.70  |  Dec. 1, 2021
978-1-989927-05-2

Various families with children take a 
rhyming journey through a forest in musician Ginalina’s pic-
ture book. 

Animals are shown to be worth careful attention in this con-
servation-minded celebration in which adults and kids encoun-
ter a forest packed with birds, leaves, flowers, berries, foxes, and 
more. Humans’ interactions with the world are peaceful; they 
scrape in the dirt with sticks, play guitar beneath trees, pick ber-
ries, count tree rings, and weave mats from grass. Short stanzas 
in readable capital letters introduce readers to hemlock, alder, 
and a “ruby-throated hummingbird” as well as tidbits about 
nesting habits, food, and life patterns in the woods, but the art 
also does its share of education. Wills’ lineless, high-contrast 
illustrations—with flat perspective in coral, dark green, and yel-
low—mimic the appearance of vintage papercuts and woodcuts 
while providing relevant identifying features of birds and leaves. 
The meticulous images lack some of the fluidity, chaos, and 
mess of the natural world, but pleasant visual echoes underline 
connectedness: eggs in a nest resemble white bunnies in their 
burrow, and children poking at the rings of a tree match the 
shapes of birds drinking water. Featured humans are Asian and 
appear thin and light-skinned with dark hair, and a range of par-
ent and elder figures hint at diversity in family configurations.

A delicately illustrated, enthusiastic, and informative tour 
of woodland life for young readers.

MADAM IN LACE
Grossenbacher, Gini
JGKS Press (308 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Dec. 2, 2021
978-1-73584-276-9

A woman becomes entangled in 19th-
century French politics during a search 
for her mother in this historical novel.

Celeste Bazin was born in a Paris 
brothel. After her mother sent her to 
America at age 14, Celeste landed in New 

Orleans and then San Francisco, where she got rich from the Cali-
fornia Gold Rush. In 1857, Celeste, now a young woman, is back in 
Paris to see her mother, but she hasn’t been able to find her. While 
hunting for her, Celeste meets an Italian man named Carlo. She 
needs a place to crash in Montmartre, so Carlo invites her to stay 
at his boardinghouse. His sister is also living there, helping Celeste 
feel safer, although Carlo is suspiciously secretive. Odéon, another 
boarder, helps Celeste track down her notorious Aunt Faucon, 
her mother’s sister. With only the knowledge of her mother’s last-
known whereabouts, Celeste sets off on a journey around France 
accompanied by Odéon, who has political business in Normandy 

“A delicately illustrated, enthusiastic, and informative 
tour of woodland life for young readers.”

the lively forest
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and agrees to take the protagonist in that direction. During her 
quest, Celeste stops at an imperial palace, an orphanage, a pala-
tial chateau (where she runs into Carlo again), and a notoriously 
well-guarded prison. She learns along the way that her mother may 
have been an operative in the same revolutionary group that Carlo 
and Odéon belong to and that they are involved in a plot to take 
down the emperor. Can she find and rescue her mother without 
putting her own life in danger? Grossenbacher’s descriptive prose 
helps paint a vivid picture of what France was like in this period 
under the rule of Emperor Napoleon III. Celeste is a compelling 
character, one who chafes against restrictions put on women, espe-
cially now that she has enough money to live independently. But 
she can be selfish, pursuing her mother even when nearly every-
one she encounters tells her it would be dangerous for both herself 
and her parent if she persists. Celeste is worldly in some ways but 
completely naïve in others. Details about the revolutionary plot 
are revealed in tiny parcels, creating a strong sense of suspense that 
will keep readers turning pages.

A gripping trip through Napoleonic France.

UNLEASHED!
How a Lost Dog 
Rescued a Lost Love
Guerin, Michael
Diartspora Press (278 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Nov. 13, 2021
978-0-578-31990-2

A memoir recounts how a diverse 
community of canine lovers sprang into 
action after a spirited, 9-pound Chihuahua 
escaped from a dogsitter in Pennsylvania.

The opening lines of Guerin’s delightful, tender book set the 
tone of his narrative: “I never wanted a dog. When I got the dog 
I never wanted, I fell in love with her.” It was the author’s life 
partner, Katie, who desired a pooch. Although the couple already 
had four cats, they adopted Zee Zee from a shelter when she was 
1 year old. She had but days left on the shelter’s two-week clock 
before she would be euthanized. Katie was her primary care-
giver, but Zee Zee’s unrestrained passion was for Guerin. Eight 
years later, Guerin and Katie were in desperate need of a vaca-
tion to recharge their relationship. They brought Zee Zee to the 
home of a couple who boarded dogs and set off for five days in 
Ocean Grove, a quiet town on the Jersey Shore. Before the first 
day ended, they received a call from the sitter, Mitch. He had 
lost their dog. Or, as he recounted it, during a walk, Zee Zee had 

“balked and not only clawed off the tight collar around her neck 
holding her license and ID, but also squirmed out of” her halter 
and took off down the sidewalk. While the author drove back to 
Pennsylvania to begin the search, Katie worked the internet from 
their hotel room, putting out the word that Zee Zee was miss-
ing. The first sighting was reported the next morning. Guerin’s 
skillfully composed chronicle overflows with love, gratitude, 
moments of mystical serendipity, and endearing, self-deprecat-
ing humor. Despite the upfront reveal that Zee Zee eventually 
was found, the author successfully captures the tension of the 

physically and emotionally demanding 10-day search, not to men-
tion the frustration of the many near misses when the frightened, 
pint-sized pooch was spotted but evaded apprehension. A heart-
felt tribute to the generosity of strangers, who quickly formed a 
determined posse, the story also tracks Guerin’s personal journey 
of self-discovery and, albeit occasionally repetitiously stated, his 
revitalized appreciation for his relationship with Katie.

A touching and engaging account featuring a small, capti-
vating canine.

THE CURSE OF CAPTAIN COLE
Honsberger, Pete
Illus. by Sam Reveley
Self (38 pp.) 
$14.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Dec. 22, 2021
978-0-578-33339-7
978-0-578-35539-9 paper

A young sailor encounters a cursed pirate with unexpected 
results in this picture book from a humorist. 

Honsberger skillfully launches the tale of Sydney Shorts, the 
brown-skinned captain of a ship “strong and miles long / if ye 
dare to hear. / The sail reached high, it touched the sky / and left 
all others in fear.” But one older pirate isn’t afraid of Sydney’s ship: 
cursed and wicked Capt. Cole. When the two crews face off on 
a turbulent sea, it looks like the end for Sydney and his gang. But 
Sydney’s song strikes a memory within Cole, who realizes the boy 
is the child he had to leave behind when he was accused of piracy. 
After another confrontation, the two captains find a way to over-
come Cole’s curse—and it’s revealed that the real Sydney is lis-
tening to his mom telling a bedtime story. The topic of a father 
abandoning his family is a weighty and difficult one, and the 
author introduces the huge mix of emotions the parent and child 
might feel in a consistent rhyming text without undermining the 
tale’s gravity. Reveley’s stylistic, digital illustrations, with thick 
outlines a shade darker than the characters’ faces, embrace the 
swashbuckling energy of the stirring story but mismatch details. 
Cole appears far too cheerful and sweet to be a dastardly pirate, 
and the stormy sea is full of bright blues and pinks, speckled with 
stars, rather than dark colors. 

A well-rhymed, action-packed sailing adventure with 
plenty of heart.

THE BRANTFORD WAGERS
The Brantford Series
Kampen, Nadine
Birdsgate Publishing (386 pp.) 
$9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 20, 2022

In this romance set in 1813, a young 
woman tries to choose between two very 
different suitors. 

Twenty-five-year-old Clara Vincent is 
eminently marriageable, as she possesses 
beauty, a substantial dowry, and a good 
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head for household management. She’s already refused two 
matrimonial offers, and now it looks very much as if Mr. Langley 
intends to propose after returning after some months away on 
important business. Clara is inclined to say yes, but in the mean-
time, she’s visiting Mrs. Stancroft, a well-to-do relative who’s 
offered to host the girl and better her matchmaking prospects. 
Even though Mrs. Stancroft has her own daughters to marry off, 
the odds are good for Clara, with 11 eligible bachelors living or 
visiting nearby. The pick of the litter is 29-year-old James Brant-
ford, heir to Brantford Hall. Clara greatly admires his straight-
forward good sense and kindness, while he’s impressed by her 
composure. She quickly falls in love, but Mr. Brantford’s atten-
tions are more ambiguous, and she wonders if she should simply 
wed Mr. Langley, who’s a safer bet. Her decision is complicated 
further by a sudden tumult of events, including revelations 
about the past, a sinister plot, a gambled-away fortune, and 
more. Only the full truth about both her potential suitors will 
give her clarity. In her debut novel, Kampen generally displays a 
good grasp of Regency customs, culture, and dialogue, although 
her diction falters at times, which can be distracting; for exam-
ple, the word okay didn’t exist in 1813. Amusing scenarios enliven 
the book, as when a dinner party goes wrong and ends up host-
ing 11 unmarried young women instead of bachelors. Still, the 
pace lags considerably at times, especially in the middle third. A 
flurry of dramatic twists toward the end are effective, however, 
and tie in well with real-life cultural trends, such as wealthy soci-
ety’s passion for landscaping.

A slow-paced but clever pastiche that will appeal to 
Regency romance fans. 

THE POSEN LIBRARY 
OF JEWISH CULTURE 
AND CIVILIZATION 
Volume Nine: Catastrophe 
and Rebirth, 1939-1973
Ed. by Kassow, Samuel D. & 
David G. Roskies
Yale Univ. (1,088 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-0-300-18853-0

An extensive look at Jewish civilization and culture from 
the eve of World War II to the Yom Kippur War.

The ninth installment in this series covers the years 
between 1939 and 1973, from the Holocaust to the many facets 
of Diaspora, the founding of the state of Israel, and Jewish life 
in the United States. The material—edited by Kassow, a profes-
sor of history at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, and 
Roskies, a professor of Jewish literature at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary in New York City—is generally organized with a 
short biographical sketch of each source followed by their 
written work or images. It contains works by such well-known 
authors as Anne Frank, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, 
and Bob Dylan, whose lyrics to the 1965 song “Like a Rolling 
Stone” are reproduced in full: “Most readers might not regard 
Bob Dylan’s ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ as a ‘Jewish song,’ but its new 

voice, provocative and confrontational, evoked the defiance 
and disorientation that an entire generation was feeling,” note 
the editors. Less-famous writers also weigh in, such as those 
who wrote letters from the Westerbork transit camp during 
the German occupation of the Netherlands. Portions on visual 
culture include the architecture of Odessa-born Morris Lapi-
dus and a photo by American Jewish photographer Rebecca 
Lepkoff, who documented New York City’s changing Lower 
East Side. At more than 1,000 pages, the work is certainly not 
a light read. Some material proves quite dense, such as extracts 
from Jacob Neusner’s There We Sat Down: Talmudic Judaism in the 
Making (1971), or may only appeal to a narrow audience, as with 
a discussion of Israeli sculpture. Still, it tackles an immense 
amount of information in often intriguing ways, as when nov-
elist and screenwriter William Goldman writes of the conflict 
between Jews and Gentiles during his youth in prewar London 
with noteworthy grace, and the cover of the first issue of Cap-
tain America from 1941 reminds readers exactly how the hero, 
and his creators, felt about Adolf Hitler. It’s a weighty collec-
tion, to be sure, but one that’s consistently engaging.

An edifying and diverse survey of 20th-century Jewish life.

FRED GOES HOME
Kaushik, Megha
Meg & Company (26 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-9-355-26570-8

A reluctant crocodile finds a surpris-
ing new home in this picture book.

After Fred discovers the riverbed where he lives has dried up, 
he leaves in search of a more hospitable place. But after passing 

“grasslands…mountains, and forests and deserts of sand,” the 
crocodile loses hope. Fred begins to “weep…blubber and cry” for 
five days. On the sixth day, Fred—who still feels “blubbery and 
blue”—is approached by a frog who asks if he’s all right. Fred 
answers: “I’m as sad as can be. I’ve lost my home” and am “stuck 
in this desert that’s drier than bone.” After the frog tells the 
crocodile to open his eyes, Fred sees “the grandest river he ever 
saw.” The frog, who understands the importance of embracing 
change, says: “This river you’ve cried should be called ‘Croco-
dile Tears.’ ” Fred grows to love his new environs, particularly 
the animals. He realizes that “home…is not just a place,” but “a 
feeling of warmth deep inside, of happiness and joy and friends 
by your side.” This sweet story emphasizes essential lessons 
about change and personal development. While Kaushik’s tale 
shows that moving and getting used to new things can be chal-
lenging, Fred’s experience highlights ways to make the adjust-
ments brighter and more comfortable, particularly through 
cultivating new friendships. The author’s adorable, full-color 
illustrations offer fun outdoor habitats featuring greenery and 
mountain backdrops. The cute critters have appealing features 
like vibrant smiles and big eyes.

A delightful animal tale of friendship, adaptability, 
and resilience.
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RISING STAR
Book One in the Rise and Fall 
of Dani Truehart Series
Kwasniewski, Michele
Rand-Smith (268 pp.) 
$20.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-1-950544-16-5

A talented teenage girl begins a life-
changing journey to pop-star fame.

In the first installment of first-time 
author Kwasniewski’s series, 15-year-old 

Dani Truehart has already spent several years honing her singing 
voice and dance moves. Not even her pushy, critical, eyes-on-
the-monetary-prize mom has dimmed Dani’s passion to pursue 
a career as a performer. (“My mother never stops. She is unre-
lenting, unforgiving, and utterly determined to make me into a 
star.”) When Dani’s dance mentor, Martin, a former boy-band 
star, arranges to have Dani audition for the agent/producer who 
once represented him, she is on her way to attaining her dream. 
Yes, there are rather unsurprising hitches and challenges that 
get in her way—Dani’s disillusionment with her mom and inef-
fectual father, her fear of losing her boyfriend in her trajectory 
toward stardom, and her sadness at her lack of social life (“My 
friends are living their lives without me. I feel like I’m missing 
out”)—but she is more than prepared to make the necessary sac-
rifices. Dani is a well-rounded lead; we see her self-absorption as 
well as her drive to succeed and transcendent vocal talent. And, 
although other characters exist primarily as her satellites, Mar-
tin’s empathy and warmth feel rooted in life experience. Kwas-
niewski’s background in film and television production provides 
authenticity, and she evocatively limns the world Dani finds 
herself in as she works to get signed with a major record label: 
vocal practice, dance lessons and choreography, gym workouts, 
costume fittings, makeup and hair consultations, lessons in how 
to handle the press, work with a temperamental songwriter, etc. 
It’s heady stuff when Dani’s songs get airplay, social media takes 
notice, and she begins doing interviews and making publicity 
appearances. Will Dani’s burgeoning fame be the happily-ever-
after it seems poised to be? The sequel, Burning Bright (2021), 
seems likely to reveal the answer.

Relatable YA fiction with a strong star and an informed, 
behind-the-scenes setting.

WITH YOU
Lawrence, Greg
Christmas Lake Press (288 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Dec. 9, 2021
978-1-73770-001-2

An intergenerational SF saga in 
which a dying wealthy woman bears her 
responsibilities soberly with the help of 
an artificial intelligence.

In an alternate version of 2018, 
61-year-old Samantha Rain, a self-made 

millionaire, is a sociable and multitalented investor. When she 
receives a diagnosis of incurable cancer that gives her only a 
few months to live, she takes solace in Sam, a highly advanced 
artificial intelligence for which she served as a model. Her late 
father, Moshe Rainewicz, who changed his name to Michael 
Rain, tells his story of pain and survival through a series of inter-
views with the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C., which 
reveal a side of the man that he kept hidden from his daughter. 
Samantha’s own daughter, Grace, is an accomplished architect 
in Chicago whose firm is struggling to stay in business, due pri-
marily to the refusal of a high-profile client to pay them for a 
project. In flashbacks, Grace navigates marital problems, the 
follies of raising teenage daughters with wayward streaks, and 
a time-consuming career that left her exhausted at the end of 
every day. In this novel, Lawrence meticulously crafts a century 
of personal histories and daily routines, and he develops a cast 
of characters who, despite their elite social statuses, are con-
sistently sympathetic and relatable. Certain interactions, such 
as that between Michael and his interviewer, feel overly staged 
and stodgy. Overall, however, the plot billows and falls with an 
unforced realism that, for the most part, doesn’t get caught up 
in overemphatic prose or melodrama. As Samantha and techno-
logical marvel Sam converse—and as Grace interacts with the 
AI—readers are carried along on a breezy thought experiment 
tackling the insecurities and unexpected comforts to be found 
in the connection between human and computer. Fortunately, 
no heavy-handed dystopian robot uprising swoops in to set the 
world afire.

A subtle story of family, friendship, strong women, and the 
hopeful side of technological advancement.

UNLEASH THE GIRLS 
The Untold Story 
of the Invention of 
the Sports Bra and How It 
Changed the World (and Me)
Lindahl, Lisa Z.
EZL Enterprises (322 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $17.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Sept. 10, 2019
978-1-64704-006-2
978-1-950282-43-2 paper

A memoir offers the origin story of 
the sports bra.

In this book detailing her history of inventing the sports bra 
in 1977, Lindahl is quick to point out that back in the ’70s when 
she was in her late 20s, she was nobody’s idea of an entrepre-
neur. She was an aspiring artist, selling her work at craft fairs. 
She took a filing job at the University of Vermont and noticed 
herself putting on unwanted weight. Fortunately, this was the 

’70s, the era of both the women’s liberation movement and the 
nationwide jogging craze, so the solution to a weight problem 
was right at hand. “It’s at this unique intersection between femi-
nism and athleticism that my entrepreneurial story began,” she 
writes. Once she got consumed by her jogging habit, she soon 

“An engrossing account of the entrepreneur—
and the bra—that changed women’s sports.”

unleash the girls
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realized that “running was so easy and so difficult at the same 
time”—in part due to simple issues of discomfort. Her sister, 
also a running fan, plaintively asked her at one point: “Why 
isn’t there a jockstrap for women?” Lindahl consulted a friend 
with sewing expertise, and through a series of hilarious trials 
and errors (and uncomfortable prototypes) that she relates with 
polished ease, the “jock bra” was slowly born. What follows in 
the author’s narrative is as much an inspiring business memoir 
as it is an absorbing chronicle of a surprisingly significant piece 
of sports clothing. Lindahl had to learn every aspect of staking 
out her own brand. Through it all, she had one simple motto: 

“Persevere.” And thanks to the author’s storytelling skill (and 
wise decision to render remembered conversations as actual 
dialogue, a tactic more memoirs should adopt), readers will be 
rooting for her right from the start.

An engrossing account of the entrepreneur—and the bra—
that changed women’s sports. 

FRANCES FINKEL AND THE 
PASSENGER PIGEON
Mahoney, D.M.
BookBaby (243 pp.) 
$15.99 paper |  $2.99 e-book |  April 17, 2022
978-1-66781-458-2

A talented young pilot and her hom-
ing pigeon join the war effort in this debut 
YA historical novel set in the 1940s. 

The first time Frances Finkel flew 
a plane, “she knew it was where she 

belonged.” At the age of 17 in November 1941, she’s already 
logged 2,500 flight hours and is a skilled mechanic in her father’s 
maintenance shop at Seal Rock Airport in Oregon. After Fran’s 
twin brother, Danny, died and her mother left, Joel Finkel has 
kept a close eye on his daughter and her younger brother, Sea-
mus. But Fran is restless, longing to make her mark as an aviator 
and join the community of female pilots. Women aren’t allowed 
to serve in the Army Air Force, but Fran—who believes in fol-
lowing the “laws of attraction” and manifesting your desires—
doesn’t give up hope. After turning 18 in September 1942, Fran 
jumps at the chance to participate in a secret military project 
recruiting women to ferry planes from factories to air bases. 
She’s aided by her passenger pigeon, Easter, who can send mes-
sages for her. Fran amply proves her worth and embraces the 
female pilot community while also discovering more about her 
mother, facing loss, and finding romance. In her book, Mahoney 
throws light on the neglected contributions of female pilots in 
World War II. She conveys not just the importance of the work, 
but also its dangers and, often, its tremendous fun—as when 
an assignment in Hollywood leads to Fran’s dancing with movie 
star Gregory Peck. Fran’s character development nicely tracks 
with her growing responsibilities. Although the Law of Attrac-
tion philosophy might seem contemporary, it has roots in the 
19th century, so the author’s historicity is sound.

An entertaining, well-researched aviation tale that allows 
its hero to soar.

FREMONSTERS
Marie, Amy
Self (236 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Oct. 11, 2021
979-8-46902-434-7
979-8-46901-417-1 paper

Three school friends go hunting for 
ghosts and discover that monsters are real 
in this middle-grade adventure from Marie.

Cody Kistler moved from Califor-
nia to Fremont, Ohio, at the start of fifth grade. Now he 
and his best friend—goofy, ketchup-obsessed Brad—have 
started high school. After dark they like to play at ghost 
hunting along with Cody’s neighbor and second-best friend 
(not girlfriend), Stevie. One night at the local cemetery, the 
three ghost hunters hear an inhuman shriek and stumble 
upon a crystal coffin. This proves to be the first of several 
coffins they uncover—and their first supernatural encoun-
ter. Mythical creatures are loose in Fremont, connected in 
some way to all the old schools that are being torn down and 
replaced. Cody and friends are determined to investigate, 
but the beasts are shape-shifters. In human form they could 
be anyone from Cody’s new teachers to the strangely dressed, 
disconcerting artist whose works underpin the library’s new 
mythical creatures exhibit. Events come to a head over Hal-
loween at the Haunted Hydro theme park. Can Cody, Brad, 
and Stevie identify the summoner of monsters, or will the 
triad of evil—ancient creatures of the air, sea and land—run 
rampant? Marie, the author of Brutus Makes a Mask (2020), 
writes in the first-person, past tense from Cody’s point of 
view, imbuing him and Brad and Stevie with engaging teen 
personalities. Other characters come and go and never 
detract from the story, but it’s the three protagonists who 
pull readers in. Their dynamic is delightfully realized, full 
of banter, compassion, and, occasionally, abrasion, balanced 
with the burgeoning awkwardness that comes from main-
taining a boy-girl-boy friendship triangle among adolescents. 
Realistic dialogue adds to the believability, and the story 
unfolds in crisp prose. Older readers might find the mys-
tery element relatively undeveloped—or at least too quickly 
resolved. Some may also feel that Marie doesn’t fully estab-
lish the stakes of having elemental creatures unchecked in 
the world. A death or two would certainly have added some 
horror credibility. But that is to an extent immaterial. Events 
play out at a rapid pace, and younger readers will revel in 
the implied threat—and hope this will be the first of many 
adventures for Cody, Stevie, and Brad.

A fast, fun, and freaky tale in the Halloween spirit.
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EMERGENCY DEEP
Cold War Missions of a 
Submarine Commander
McLaren, Alfred Scott
Univ. of Alabama (296 pp.) 
$34.95  |  $25.19 e-book  |  May 25, 2021
978-0-8173-2092-8

In this final installment of an auto-
biographical trilogy, a Navy veteran 
recounts his tenure as the commander of 
a nuclear submarine during the Cold War.

McLaren was an instructor at the Naval War College in 1969 
when he received the momentous news: He was to assume the 
command of the USS Queenfish at Pearl Harbor, one of 37 Stur-
geon-class nuclear attack submarines. With impressive lucidity 
and exactitude, the author chronicles his tenure as commander 
until 1973, an extraordinary time that was “still fairly early in 
a Cold War that was increasing in intensity.” In fact, one mis-
sion in which the Queenfish encountered Soviet anti-submarine 
forces was haunted by a discomfiting ambiguity: “Whatever the 
case, it was our understanding that before we departed on this 
mission, the United States would not necessarily come to our 
assistance, diplomatically or otherwise.” McLaren focuses his 
remembrance on two historic operations—the first was a high-
priority Cold War mission to the Russian Far East that included 
the surveillance of Soviet nautical maneuvers. In the other, the 
Queenfish performed a hydrographic and oceanographic survey 
of the Siberian continental shelf, something that had never 
been accomplished by a sub before. 

The author limns a remarkably vivid tableau of life on a sub—
the extraordinary peril and the relentless discipline it demanded. 
One might quibble that his inclination toward granular com-
prehensiveness can become exhausting: Readers are furnished 
accounts of garbage disposal and periscope techniques, topics 
unlikely to grab or sustain the attention of a general audience. 
Nevertheless, this is a unique tour of a little-known world led 
with great expertise—McLaren ultimately earned the Distin-
guished Service Medal for his accomplishments. In addition, he 
provides a thoughtful look at the enormous pressures of subma-
rine life—one of his shipmates who was a cryptologic techni-
cian began to hear the voice of his girlfriend emanating from a 
ventilation outlet. The author concluded: “It had all proved too 
much for him. I would like to think this mishap could have been 
prevented, but the truth was that, as far as I knew, there was 
no effective system at the time for the psychological screening 
of individual members of special teams before they boarded a 
Cold War mission submarine.” McLaren’s prose is unfailingly 
precise and clear; he writes with a self-assured sense of author-
ity but without a hint of condescending hubris. Furthermore, 
this is not a self-congratulatory work; while the author avoids 
flights of poetic fancy, he does not dodge opportunities for can-
did introspection. Moreover, this remembrance should be of 
special interest to those in search of a deeper understanding of 
the nature of the Cold War and the abiding hostilities between 
the United States and its principal rival at the time, the Soviet 
Union. As the author makes disturbingly clear, this Cold War 

was often on the cusp of turning hot, and it was a combination 
of strategic rectitude and good fortune that such an outcome 
was finally avoided. McLaren’s recollection is as dramatically 
captivating as it is historically edifying.

An eye-opening submarine account, impressively intelli-
gent and full of insights.

BETTER PLACE
Murray, Duane
Illus. by Shawn Daley
Top Shelf Productions (160 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-60309-495-5

A boy learns lessons about growing 
up after his grandfather dies in Murray’s 
middle-grade graphic novel.

Eight-year-old Dylan Ranger is best 
friends with his grandfather. The boy’s 

mom, Eileen, a single parent, struggles to keep the family 
afloat. While she works as a real estate agent, Granddad and 
Dylan go on adventures as Red Rocket and Kid Cosmo, their 
favorite comic book characters. When the pair collide with a 
car while riding in a shopping cart, Eileen tries to convince her 
father that it’s time to live in a care home. Granddad wants to 
see Wise Oaks for himself, so he drives there for a surprise visit. 
Sadly, he becomes confused on the road, hits a tree, and doesn’t 
survive. When Eileen later tells Dylan that Granddad has gone 
to a “better place,” he assumes she means Wise Oaks. She tries 
to bond with her son in her father’s absence but remains dis-
tracted by work. Dylan decides to find Granddad himself, but 
when he gets to Wise Oaks, he isn’t there. Dylan instead meets 
an older man named Lloyd who is willing to go on an adventure. 
As they travel Wise Oaks’ grounds by golf cart, they approach 
another grassy property—and the truth about where Grand-
dad has gone. Writer Murray and artist Daley offer a moving 
middle-grade tale that helps children cope with the loss of a 
loved one. Despite his mental fogginess, Granddad is a posi-
tive influence on Dylan, keeping him away from screens all day 
and using a swear jar. Granddad’s fate isn’t shown explicitly on 
page, and the scariest moment may be an argument between 
Eileen and Dylan in which she says her husband left because he 

“didn’t want to take care of you!” Daley’s deft illustrations are in 
ink-washed grayscale until comic book adventures call for color. 
Key scenes are single-panel pages and convey emotion beauti-
fully (for example, when Eileen visits the crash site). Artists like 
Jeff Lemire occasionally lend their talents, and homages pop up, 
including one for The Death of Superman.

A finely crafted exploration of grief that children and 
adults should experience together.
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“A moving middle-grade tale that helps children 
cope with the loss of a loved one.”

better place



1 2 8   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

PENGWEE’S BREATH
Nutley, Debbie
Illus. by Alexandra Rusu
Purple Green Press (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Aug. 30, 2021
978-1-73774-790-1
978-1-73774-791-8 paper

An anxious young penguin uses calming techniques in Nut-
ley’s picture book.

On the way to the Ice Festival, Pengwee tells his mom he’s 
afraid of frightening rides. “Just thinking about scary things 
makes me feel bad.” Mom suggests he take a “Superpower 
Breath” to combat the anxiety. She instructs him to inhale 

“through your nose. Then slowly, like a gentle breeze, let it flow 
out through your mouth.” The practice soothes Pengwee, who 
also imagines himself “wearing a superhero cape.” At the festi-
val, Pengwee and his friend Ruby enjoy familiar rides and games. 
But when Ruby suggests they ride the Ice Monster, “a frightful 
beast with massive claws that could crush a penguin!” Pengwee 
hesitates. After a “snowstorm began swirling inside,” he prac-
tices his “Superpower Breath” and notes physical sensations, 
like how his tummy rises when he inhales. Eventually, “the 
snowstorm inside…began to drift away.” Pengwee joins Ruby on 
the Ice Monster and has tons of fun. Pengwee says, “There’s not 
a monster in the world that’s mightier than my breath!” This 
sweet, thoughtful tale exemplifies, in kid-friendly terms, how 
mindful breathing is helpful and empowering, particularly dur-
ing stressful moments. Rusu’s lovely, soft illustrations depict 
peaceful snowscapes and charming scenes with swirling pastel 
hues and wintry elements.

A delightful, gentle adventure about meditative, mind-
ful breathing.

DRONE CHILD
A Novel of War, Family, 
and Survival
Rothman, David H.
Self (194 pp.) 
$22.55  |  $9.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Dec. 4, 2021
979-8-98518-180-7
978-1-73678-319-1 paper

In this novel, a Congolese teen uses 
his intelligence to survive among a group 
of vicious kidnappers that strong-arm 
children into becoming soldiers. 

Lemba Adula and his family share a happy life in the mod-
est village of Zange in Congo. The bright 15-year-old’s tinker-
ing with electronics such as TVs and radios earns him the name 

“The Fix-It Boy.” Sadly, the Purification Army threatens Zange’s 
peaceful existence. These armed men force children to mur-
der their own parents before involuntarily joining the “Purifi-
ers.” While the villagers hide from the Purifiers during a raid 

on Zange, they fear the sinister group will return. Lemba and 
his twin sister, Josiane, feel the only way to keep their parents 
safe is by leaving home. They find work in Congo’s modern-
ized capital city of Kinshasa—Josiane sings, and Lemba makes 
money with his computer skills. Unexpectedly, his drone-pilot-
ing aptitude catches the eyes of Purifiers, who abduct him. He 
has no choice but to help the group attack its enemies (often 
innocents) via drone assaults, especially when it uses his parents 
as leverage. Lemba’s predicament only turns more dire when he 
learns that Josiane has vanished. In this gripping story, Roth-
man delivers an immensely appealing young protagonist whose 
brisk, first-person narration teems with colorful details. Lemba 
describes a video game joystick as “a distant cousin of my third-
hand rifle” and rubs shoulders with a street hustler that has “a 
built-in GPS for sleaze.” Though Lemba is unquestionably at 
the mercy of his captors, his adeptness at nearly everything he 
does makes his plight somewhat less harrowing; he even mas-
ters jujitsu from YouTube videos. Meanwhile, there are mere 
glimpses of the hardships that others suffer, including Josiane. 
Readers will nevertheless cheer Lemba as he faces off against 
muscular, AK-47–loving Purifiers brandishing monikers like 

“Demon Killer.”
A brainy, irresistible hero braves captivity to protect his 

family in this riveting tale.

SIDELINED
How Women Manage & 
Mismanage Their Health
Salenger, Susan
She Writes Press (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-64742-401-5

A debut health book explores how 
and why women often receive inade-
quate medical care.

In this work, Salenger examines the 
individual and structural problems that often lead women to get 
insufficient health care, incorrect diagnoses, or unnecessary pre-
scriptions. In separate chapters, the author identifies six broad 
reasons for improper treatment and looks at each in detail, both 
summarizing existing research and sharing stories from her own 
interviews with female patients. The book includes behavioral 
aspects (women tend to make their own care a low priority), 
structural problems (female patients’ symptoms are often dis-
missed or misunderstood), and economic forces (women are the 
primary targets of prescription drug advertising). Each chapter 
concludes with specific strategies that may help women advo-
cate for themselves, express themselves in language familiar to 
medical professionals, and receive appropriate treatment. The 
work also addresses the unique challenges of women’s health 
(most patients with autoimmune diseases, which are difficult 
to diagnose, are women) and the subjective nature of medicine 
itself (doctors often draw different conclusions from the same 
data). Salenger has done an excellent job of compiling informa-
tion on women’s health and how medicine is practiced. Each 
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problem (for instance, diagnoses that differ based on a patient’s 
gender) is presented with citations that make it clear it is a sys-
temic issue that goes beyond individual doctor-patient interac-
tions—a genuine and widespread difficulty rather than a matter 
of miscommunication or hypochondria. The book is well writ-
ten and easy for nonspecialists to follow, and Salenger’s tips for 
readers are useful suggestions that can realistically be imple-
mented on an individual level. The volume’s one major short-
coming is its omission of trans women and nonbinary patients, 
as all the references appear to involve cisgender women. That 
aside, the work provides an excellent discussion of a widespread 
problem that has both individual and structural causes and rem-
edies. The book tells a story that can be infuriating at times but 
presents it in a nonpolemical way, demonstrating the scope of 
the issue while making it clear that a solution is possible.

A well-written and empowering work about the challenges 
facing female patients.

RUDY’S BELLY OF BEES 
Coping With 
Overwhelming Feelings
Schaefer, Shannon
Illus. by Becca Marshall
FriesenPress (40 pp.) 
$27.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-03-910448-8
978-1-03-910447-1 paper

A girl deals with anxiety about an upcoming athletic event 
in this picture book.

Rudy, a White girl with brown curls, blue eyes, and rosy 
cheeks, wakes up feeling like she has a “belly full of bees.” She’s 
trained for a school relay race, but all she can think of is how she 
might mess it up. Mom is encouraging, but her comments don’t 
really help. Her friend Wyatt’s excitement about the race only 
makes her feel worse. Wyatt tries to say that the race is “no big 
deal,” which angers Rudy, who yells, “Everybody wants you on 
their team because you ALWAYS win! You could never, EVER 
understand!” As a result, she feels guilt on top of her anxiety. 
Then Coach Christine guides her through breathing exercises, 
and Rudy starts to get the bees under control enough to real-
ize that Wyatt has anxiety sometimes, too. Schaefer realistically 
captures the intensity of overwhelming emotion in a child-
friendly way. The bees, present in Schaefer’s descriptions and 
beautifully depicted in Marshall’s illustrations, are a fantastic 
representation of uncontrollable feelings. The paintings make 
excellent use of butterflies, as well, to symbolize how Rudy’s 
anxiety transitions to a more manageable, positive mindset. 
Rudy’s riotous curls look wonderful, and her classmates show a 
wide range of skin tones.

A strong tale about working through emotions, with realis-
tic, child-friendly coping tips.

FROM AUSCHWITZ 
WITH LOVE 
The Inspiring Memoir 
Of Two Sisters’ Survival, 
Devotion And Triumph 
As Told By Manci 
Grunberger Beran & Ruth 
Grunberger Mermelstein
Seymour, Daniel
Amsterdam Publishers (208 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $16.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jan. 27, 2022
978-9-49323-189-4
978-9-49323-188-7 paper

Two sisters recount their terrifying experience in Auschwitz 
and their extraordinary survival.

Ruth and Manci Grunberger were both born in the 1920s in 
Mukacevo, Czechoslovakia, a small city at the base of the Car-
pathian Mountains. They lived a quiet, happy life free from any 
visible antisemitism and in a community that was largely iso-
lated from the gathering storms that threatened Europe. That 
life changed once their land was annexed by Hungary in 1938. 
As Jews, they were forced to wear yellow stars, their father’s 
store was confiscated, and they were ejected from their home 
and forced to live in the Jewish ghetto. When the Germans 
arrived, they were sent on cattle cars to Auschwitz; Manci rue-
fully remembers it as “my life’s black day.” The sisters’ experi-
ences were gruesome. Ruth puts it poignantly: “All the horrors 
that had been told were true. These innocent people, just off 
the trains, were being gassed to death and their lifeless bodies 
taken to the ovens and burned—the flames, the thick smoke, 
the heavy dust particles and the putrid odors were from bod-
ies. Somehow, I managed to get back to the barracks. I was in 
shock and was screaming, ‘I know! I know everything!’ ” Sey-
mour, the son-in-law of Manci, intelligently facilities the telling 
of the sad but ultimately inspiring tale. The entire Grunberger 
family was sent to Auschwitz, and Ruth and Manci were the 
only survivors, but their book is not a lamentation—they both 
managed to make their way to the United States following the 
war and start afresh. Of course, this is ground well covered in 
scholarly and literary terms, though the perspectives of women, 
particularly those subjected to the “death marches” in 1945, 
aren’t widely represented. This is a profoundly moving story 
courageously told, one that reveals the heights and depths of 
human possibility.

A remarkable tale, dramatically affecting and historically 
significant.
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“Schaefer realistically captures the intensity of 
overwhelming emotion in a child-friendly way.”

rudy ’s  belly of bees
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A MOST EFFICIENT MURDER
Slayton, Anthony
Ink and Dagger Press (314 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  March 6, 2022
979-8-98-586640-7

In this novel, a private secretary and 
a police detective investigate a murder at 
a British estate.

The Earl of Unsworth is atop the 
highest turret of his English castle, tak-
ing a brief respite from the large, extrav-
agant 18th-birthday party he’s throwing 

for his favorite niece and ward, Fanny, when his butler inter-
rupts him. The man informs Unsworth that an unknown young 
woman’s body has just been found in the garden. Hoping to 
avoid a scandal, Unsworth asks his highly efficient and capa-
ble private secretary, Mr. Quayle, to conduct his own discreet 
inquiries alongside the official police investigation. Despite 
misgivings, Quayle agrees. To his surprise, an old army buddy, 
now DI Wintle, turns out to be in charge of solving the crime. 
Despite their friendship, Wintle is not happy to have a civilian 
tagging along—or, in fact, trying to stay one step ahead. It soon 
becomes clear to both men that the Unsworth family is holding 
back its secrets and that not everything and everyone are what 
they seem. Their attempts to track down the identity of the 
murdered woman and how she came to be in the castle garden 
on the night of the party take both Quayle and Wintle far afield, 

including to London, as they try to sift through the conflict-
ing stories offered by the members of the Unsworth family. The 
two sleuths interview Fanny—a surprisingly steely social but-
terfly—her domineering aunt Lady Constance, and her hapless, 
ne’er-do-well cousin Arthur, who has an unfortunate penchant 
for running away at crucial moments. Set in the 1920s, this sec-
ond installment of Slayton’s series certainly checks all the boxes 
of the English country house mystery genre—a wealthy aris-
tocrat’s estate, a long-lost relative, a missing family heirloom, 
a loyal household staff, and an enigmatic riddle. But the story 
never feels merely formulaic thanks to vivid writing, lively char-
acters, and quietly snarky humor that will keep readers engaged 
from Page 1. This entertaining mystery hits all the right genre 
buttons in a fresh way.

An English country house mystery infused with humor, 
verve, and plenty of surprises.

FURROW AND SLICE
Snodgrass, Richard
Calling Crow Press (374 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $15.00 paper  |  Aug. 2, 2021
978-0-99-977005-4
978-0-99-977004-7 paper

A collection of short stories and a 
novella examine the trials of rural life in 
a fictional Pennsylvania town.

Snodgrass’ assemblage of fiction, which 
includes more than three dozen short sto-

ries, is set in and around Furnass, Pennsylvania, an old mill town 
straining under the pressure of modern capitalism and its relentless 
spread. The prolific construction of McMansions is like a death toll 
for the area’s vanishing farms, which seem terminally incapable of 
keeping pace with the times. One of the abiding themes is the 
disappearance not only of farms, but also legacies—fathers 
lament the unwillingness of their sons to take over lands 
they can no longer maintain. For example, in the collection’s 
novella, The Hill Wife, Noah, an octogenarian farmer, strug-
gles to make ends meet. He wonders if his son, William, a 
successful real estate agent, pines for his father’s death so he 
can sell the land. The author presents a typically sensitive and 
nuanced portrayal of Noah’s tug of war between pride in his 
son’s accomplishments and resentment at his cold profiteer-
ing. In “The Easy Part,” a farmer named Clay is pressured to 
sell his property, but he clings to the land that has been in his 
family for eight generations. The short tales are typically very 
brief, some only a page or two, giving them an impressionistic 
character, quick snapshots of lives suggestive of backstories 
never fully revealed. A black-and-white photograph by the 
author accompanies each tale, highlighting the fiction’s ambi-
ent forlornness—a sad nostalgia for a culture that is disappear-
ing not slowly but assuredly.

Snodgrass is at his best establishing an atmosphere of quiet 
desperation—many of his protagonists, like Clay, know that 
they can’t win but cling nevertheless to their rapidly displaced 
ways of life and the inheritances from their ancestors. This 
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stubborn refusal to go quietly can take the form of a defiant, if 
feckless, pride or materialize as shame. In “An Annunciation,” 
BJ walks into a clinic in her “brown plaid Walmart five-dollar 
special jacket” only to be confronted by better-heeled patients. 
She worries that she’s quickly pegged as “white trash.” The 
author also unflinchingly tackles the suddenness and inevitabil-
ity of death and the “endless guilts” of infidelity. Snodgrass art-
fully contrives an entire literary cosmos, a fossilizing fictional 
world that faces extinction. But that thick air of lament can be 
oppressively lugubrious—this is a leaden universe without wit 
or levity, and the ponderousness can be suffocating. Some of 
the stories seem to be straining to impart a lesson or function 
like a moral parable, resulting in a tincture of didacticism. In 
these tales, treacly sentimentality rears its head. In “Be Still My 
Heart,” Mary Beth is forced to witness the death of her loved 
ones repeatedly, a curse of longevity. Her sorrow, though, comes 
across as canned: “ ‘I had desires too,’ she said out loud, shouted 
down the hallway. ‘I wanted things too. I’m more than just 
another fancy plate hanging on the wall. More than just a figu-
rine on a shelf. More than something to put in a stack with all 
the other stuff you’ve used up but keep around just so nobody 
else can have it.’ ” Nonetheless, this is a thoughtful compilation, 
poetically meticulous and often touching. 

A vivid, moving collection that explores the unrecover-
able past.

THE SPECTACULAR 
SHENANIGANS OF MR. 
P’CHŌKA AND EARL
Søren, Joshua
FriesenPress (162 pp.) 
$32.99  |  $20.99 paper  |  Dec. 17, 2021
978-1-03-910775-5
978-1-03-910774-8 paper

A pair of eco-warriors takes on a mas-
sive, evil corporation in author/illustra-
tor Søren’s debut graphic novel.

In a city slowly being consumed by an 
encroaching forest, two heroes operate in the shadows of soci-
ety. Earl and Mr. P’chōka are agents of the Resistance, and their 
acts of corporate burglary and espionage have made them the 
enemies of a powerful polluting company called SMRZ Indus-
tries. However, the pair aren’t quite the skilled thieves that 
their reputation suggests. On their latest mission, they man-
aged to lose the very object they were sent to steal, and now 
they need to get it back before the SMRZ security forces get 
it. The component is necessary to carry out an intricate plan 
involving the looming SMRZ tower that rises high above the 
city. But even if Earl and Mr. P’chōka can get the missing piece 
and bring it back to Resistance Headquarters in time—a big 
if, given how the day has been going so far—victory is far from 
certain. To pull it off, Earl will have to confront his own history 
with SMRZ, which even his partner doesn’t know about. The 
world of the novel, in which a canopy of trees grows on top of 
the city’s buildings, is strikingly rendered in moody blacks and 

grays with rare flashes of red. Humans, humanoid animals, and 
less identifiable creatures roam the streets, and the two heroes 
are among the strangest looking of them all. Earl is a bald man 
with X’s for eyes; Mr. P’chōka’s head is a giant, red-irised eye-
ball that can shoot laser beams. Earl makes engaging wisecracks: 

“You’d be surprised how many scientific advances were once 
little more than unforeseen disasters”; Mr. P’chōka speaks in 
a language that everyone but the reader can understand. The 
plot is rather basic overall. However, the characters are fun, the 
violence is nonlethal, and the visuals are consistently stunning. 
Readers will want to move on to the planned sequel, in which 
Mr. P’chōka and Earl get up to more malarkey.

A zany graphic novel with an appealing style and an envi-
ronmental message.

BEAU WANTS TO KNOW
Sullivan, Brian
Illus. by Laura Watson
Atmosphere Press (34 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-64921-912-1

An inquisitive youngster poses ques-
tions in this picture book.

Beau, who has bright yellow skin, ponders many things 
about the world, such as why “rain makes us wet and the sun 
makes us dry”; what would happen if he got an exotic pet; 
and “how my shadow knows / Which way I am going to move.” 
Although eager for answers, he realizes that some matters can’t 
be resolved immediately, such as how tall he’ll grow. When Beau 
wonders what happens in the sky, he decides: “Someday I’ll 
learn how to fly / An airplane or rocket ship…So I can…find out.” 
After questioning if he’ll ever get the chance to play with the kid 
he sees in the mirror, Beau urges readers to open their minds: 

“My brain’s always thinking of new things to do, / I have many 
questions, and I’m sure you do too.” While the tale doesn’t pro-
vide answers to Beau’s queries, his speculations will provoke 
young readers to explore their own surroundings. Featuring 
approachable, kid-friendly questions, Sullivan’s engaging story 
underscores the importance of examining the world. Beau’s 
queries may prompt enlightening discussions between children 
and parents, as when he broaches scientific concepts. Featuring 
cheerful tones and textures, Watson’s whimsical illustrations 
depict the cartoonish protagonist in various circumstances, 
such as inspecting nature with a magnifying glass. Some spreads 
offer vivid details, like question marks in the background and 
Beau headed to outer space in a rocket.

An enthusiastic tale that will encourage readers to culti-
vate imagination and curiosity.
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“The characters are fun, the violence is nonlethal, 
and the visuals are consistently stunning.”

the spectacular shenanigans of mr.  p ’choka and earl-
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AMOS ALONZO STAGG
College Football’s 
Greatest Pioneer
Sumner, David E.
McFarland (260 pp.) 
$29.95 paper  |  $13.49 e-book  |  Oct. 8, 2021
978-1-4766-8576-2

A veteran author examines the life of a 
forgotten football legend in this biography.

A professor emeritus of journalism 
at Ball State University and the author 

of more than a half-dozen books that include football histories, 
Sumner only discovered the story of Amos Alonzo Stagg “a few 
years ago.” While names like Glenn “Pop” Warner and Knute 
Rockne remain in America’s collective memory of football his-
tory, Stagg is often forgotten. But he beat out both Warner and 
Rockne in a 1930 ranking of America’s “All-America coach of 
all time.” In this well-researched and thorough biography, the 
author recounts Stagg’s litany of firsts and innovations in an 
engaging narrative. An All-American football player at Yale, 
Stagg would spend much of his coaching career at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, where he revolutionized the game through the 
use of huddles and diagrammed plays. Moreover, by being the 
first to include numbers on players’ jerseys to help fans iden-
tify the athletes; by working to form the Western Conference 
(now the Big Ten); by serving on seven United States Olympics 
committees; and by collaborating with his former player James 
Naismith to develop the game of basketball, Stagg made an 
immeasurable mark on 20th-century sports. The book’s early 
chapters examine “Stagg, the Man,” delivering an intimate 
portrait of his personal life, from his relationships with his 
wife and family members to his views on race and the promo-
tion of vegetarianism. But the bulk of the work unsurprisingly 
centers on his athletic and coaching career, emphasizing Stagg’s 

accomplishments as well as his “ruthless” personality that often 
conflicted with college administrators. Drawing on archival 
material from the luminary’s personal papers and university 
archives, this book is the most in-depth biography of Stagg to 
date. Sumner’s generally absorbing writing style is accompanied 
by ample historical photographs and posters that provide read-
ers an immersive read. And while some may be overwhelmed 
by the volume’s inclusion of myriad minutiae, sports history 
enthusiasts will appreciate the meticulously fact-checked game 
scores, team records, and individual statistics that are organized 
throughout the book’s abundant tables, charts, and appendices.

An engrossing, detailed account of an overlooked 
sports innovator.

JESTIN KASE AND THE 
MASTERS OF DRAGON METAL
White, J. Michael
Teer Publishing (370 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  May 3, 2022
979-8-98522-130-5

A teen orphan grapples with self-doubts 
and demons in this YA urban fantasy.

In Chicago, 15-year-old Jestin Kase 
has just burned down his foster home. 
His greedy foster father, who died in the 

fire, had been collecting children in a cramped basement for the 
checks they brought in. But he was also a demonic thrall. Jes-
tin helped his fellow orphans escape and now hides in an alley 
from the authorities. He befriends a cat that he names Growly 
McHissy-Face and encounters Gideon, a man dressed like a 
leather-clad hero from a late-1990s action film. After Gideon 
dispatches demonic cops with magic bullets, he takes Jestin to 
a church to meet Father Caleb. There, the teen learns about 
Dragon Metal, medallions that bond with their hosts and con-
fer elemental powers. Further, these magical Relics operate out-
side the ordered system established by the Three Great Schools 
of Magic. Because Jestin refuses “to accept the world we live 
in as normal,” Gideon recruits him for the epic battle against 
the cosmic threat Tiamat, an entity from Babylonian myth that 
works toward bringing about the Great Dark. Jestin will train 
with a team of superpowered teens that includes Jacob, Zadie, 
and Everett. As the mission grows more complex, Jestin wres-
tles with not being a “Chosen One” but a master of his own fate. 
White opens his fantasy series with complex worldbuilding and 
sizzling, widescreen action. The narrative is also imbued with 
self-aware snark, as when Jestin asks: “Do I need mettle to use 
the Metal medal?” His sarcasm hides intense qualms regarding 
his difficult training, as reflected in a journal entry that asks: 

“Why am I bothering to try?” Between battling creatures like 
scorpion men and superpowered villains, Jestin explores his 
attraction to Jacob, whose eyes are “a kaleidoscope of brilliance 
that made Jestin’s throat swell with anxious excitement.” The 
adventure sometimes feels episodic, as when Jestin and Jacob 
decide to infiltrate a Divinity School as new students. Yet even 
as the story becomes conceptually top-heavy, like Marvel’s 
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comic book universe, it’s always fun. Plenty of questions remain 
for the sequel.

This whip-smart fantasy offers ’90s nostalgia and an irre-
sistible underdog hero.

JOSEPH AKEROYD
Rediscovering a 
Prison Reformer
Wilson, Ron
XlibrisAU (278 pp.) 
$29.76  |  $15.24 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-6641-0649-9
978-1-6641-0650-5 paper

Wilson, the president of the Austral-
asian Corrections Education Association, 

sheds new light on the career of an unsung Australian prison 
administrator in this debut work of biography.

Joseph Akeroyd was a schoolteacher who rose to the posi-
tion of inspector general of the southeastern Australian state 
of Victoria’s prison system in the 1920s—a time when com-
peting theories of criminology were starting to arise. Over his 
23-year administration, he worked to modernize the country’s 
penal system, particularly by expanding the role of educa-
tion in incarcerated people’s lives. However, the extent of his 
work, and his theories behind it, have only recently come to 
light. “As his story unfolds,” writes Wilson, “it becomes clear 
Joseph Akeroyd played a central role in laying the foundation 
for long-term prison and prisoner management legacies through 
his education-led reform.” After offering a description of what 
prison management looked like prior to the ’20s, the author 
analyzes how Akeroyd’s personal life and early career in educa-
tion led him to create a penal organization in Victoria that was 
unlike any other in the world. Along the way, Wilson includes 
his own personal experiences as a prison educator, demonstrat-
ing the extent to which Akeroyd’s theories square with his own 
contemporary observations of prisoners’ behavior. The author 
approaches his subject with professional distance, relating Ake-
royd’s story in a clean but somewhat clinical prose style: “Ake-
royd faced many battles to embed the concept of treatment into 
the prison management regime and consolidate the discipline 
of psychology as an authority in managing crime and criminal-
ity in Victoria at that time against the embedded classicist legal 
perspectives.” Wilson’s book began as a doctoral thesis, and his 
original research, which delves into Akeroyd’s extensive diaries, 
is deep and comprehensive; he uses it to convincingly argue for 
his subject’s status as a visionary. This isn’t a book for a general 
audience, as neither Akeroyd’s nor Wilson’s stories are likely to 
excite readers outside their fields. Still, the author succeeds in 
giving proper due to an innovative mind from the past.

A well-researched biography of an Australian prison 
reformer that will appeal most to prison-system workers.

BLOODY CHARMING
Winter, A.D.
Self (262 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Nov. 26, 2021
979-8-77325-846-9

A woman born in a magical world 
faces a murder charge, a deadly mysteri-
ous evil, and a horde of vampires in this 
urban-fantasy series launch.

Ivy Cross, an inquisitor for the 
Order, enforces justice by bagging magi-

cal, havoc-wreaking creatures. She’s a mere human but one of 
the “chosen” whom a goddess handpicked to live in the Grimm 
World, where all beings of lore and mythology dwell. That 
includes the vampire sect abducting women in the human world. 
While hunting the bloodsuckers, Ivy witnesses the murder of a 
fae by an unseen force, a disembodied voice calling itself “the 
Monarch of Darkness.” Evidence, however, points to Ivy as the 
killer. To clear her name, she walks the Grimm World’s cobble-
stone streets, searching for a possession potion she hopes will 
lead her to the homicidal Monarch. Fortunately, she stumbles 
onto a few allies, including a handsome wizard, a princess elf, 
and an uncharacteristically soft-spoken dwarf. They realize 
the Monarch is concocting a sinister plan that puts all of the 
Grimm World in peril. Winter smartly keeps this entertaining 
plot streamlined and humming with action sequences. This 
first installment, however, barely explores its magical-world 
setting and the myriad inhabitants. Expanding Ivy’s backstory 
may have given the novel’s final act a much greater impact. Still, 
it’s a worthy introduction to a motley cast that includes goblins, 
werewolves, and dangerously toxic “whispering wasps.” Win-
ter’s contemporary prose teems with silly, sarcastic humor that’s 
genuinely funny and never profane. A highlight is an orc who, 
claiming Ivy beat him, visits the Order and demands compensa-
tion, which he calls “constipation.” The finale offers a surprising 
resolution while leaving narrative paths wide open for a sequel.

A rollicking start to a tale of magical and mythological 
creatures.
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“Winter smartly keeps this entertaining plot 
streamlined and humming with action sequences.”

bloody charming
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Se e n  &  He a r d
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB
CHILDREN’S BOOK CREATOR SHIRLEY HUGHES DIES AT 94

Shirley Hughes, the British children’s book creator known for works 
including the series featuring a young boy named Alfie, died at 94, the 
Guardian reports.

Hughes was born and raised in the English town of West Kirby and edu-
cated at art schools in Liverpool and Oxford. She began her literary career 
as an illustrator, contributing art to children’s books by authors such as 
Noel Streatfeild and Dorothy Edwards.

She made her debut as an author in 1960 with Lucy & Tom’s Day and 
introduced her character Alfie in 1981 with Alfie Gets in First. Dozens of 
other books would follow, including Stories by Firelight, Ella’s Big Chance, 
and Whistling in the Dark.

Hughes won the prestigious Kate Greenaway Medal for children’s book 
illustration twice, in 1977 for Dogger, and in 2003 for Ella’s Big Chance.

Admirers of Hughes paid tribute to her on social media. Her daughter, children’s book illustrator Clara Vulliamy, wrote, 
“Shirley Hughes…showed us that love is kind, brave and loyal, and that the beauty in this world is in the big picture and in the 
detail. This isn’t goodbye, Mum will shine brightly forever.”

And author/illustrator James Mayhew tweeted, “No one observed & captured the touching details of childhood & domes-
ticity like Shirley. Her passing marks the end of a Golden Age. But what a legacy!”

ÉDOUARD LOUIS TO STAR IN STAGE VERSION OF HIS BOOK

A theatrical adaptation of Édouard Louis’ memoir, Who Killed My Father, is 
coming to the U.S. this spring.

The adaptation, written and performed by Louis, is directed by Thomas 
Ostermeier and produced by Schaubühne Berlin and Théâtre de la Ville Paris. 

Louis’ book, published in the U.S. in 2019 and translated by Lorin Stein, 
chronicles his difficult relationship and eventual reconciliation with his homo-
phobic father, who was severely injured at a factory job. A critic for Kirkus wrote 
of the book, “Whatever one’s politics, readers of this impassioned work are 
likely to be moved by the Louis family’s plight and the love, however strained, 
between the author and his father.”

Louis performed an unfinished version of the show in Paris in 2020. “Per-
haps it was the unvarnished magic of a workshop performance, but it would have taken a heart of stone not to indulge Louis, and 
repay his vulnerability with open arms,” wrote theater critic Laura Cappelle for the New York Times.

The U.S. production will be mounted at St. Ann’s Warehouse in Brooklyn. 
“This is our most recent encounter with Édouard Louis, whose profound empathy for the working poor has broken our hearts 

time and again,” said the theater’s artistic director, Susan Feldman. “In Who Killed My Father, he literally brings his politics home, 
with rage and love for his infirm father, broken by a system that shows no mercy.”

Who Killed My Father opens on May 18 and runs through June 5.

Michael Schaub is a Texas-based journalist and regular contributor to NPR.
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Shirley Hughes

Dispatches from the book world

Édouard Louis
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Ask an American to conjure up associations with the date Sept. 11, 
and likely the answer will describe the 2001 attacks on the World 
Trade Center and Pentagon. Ask a Chilean of a certain age, and the 
answer will concern the coup d’etat that overthrew the socialist gov-
ernment of Salvador Allende—with the help, naturally, of Richard 
Nixon and Henry Kissinger.

Thousands of Chileans were disappeared and killed during the 17 
years of military dictatorship that followed. One who would certainly 
have been murdered had she not fled to Venezuela was the journalist 
and playwright Isabel Allende, a second cousin of the fallen president.

On learning of the impending death of her grandfather, Allende wrote 
him a letter that grew into her first novel, La casa de los espíritus, published in Spain in 1982. Three years later it 
appeared in English translation as The House of the Spirits, one of the hallmark works of the “post-boom” genera-
tion of Latin American novels that followed Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude.

That death-haunted tale informs Allende’s. At the center stands Clara del 
Valle Trueba, who, true to her name, is clairvoyant. The first words in the book, 
“Barrabás came to us by sea,” are hers; the last are the same words, contained in a 
notebook that her granddaughter has saved, “smuggled out by certain friendly 
spirits” and thus spared a torching by the security police.

Clara, who “had inherited the runaway imagination of all the women in the 
family on her mother’s side,” has a knack for seeing those spirits. There are many 
of them, including, in time, her uncle Marcos and her sister Rosa. The latter is 
the most beautiful of the del Valle sisters, “who seemed to have been made of a 
different material from the rest of the human race.” Rosa drives a young suitor 
named Esteban Trueba to distraction, and to win her he descends into the mines 
of the Atacama Desert to seek his fortune. He finds it, but Rosa dies, the victim 
of poison meant for her politician father.

Esteban restores an old plantation, misbehaving as a reactionary grandee will, but in time he returns 
and marries Clara. The dead mount: The junta murders their son, a gentle doctor, for not falsely issuing 
a death certificate ruling suicide as the cause of the overthrown president’s death, as was falsely alleged 
of Salvador Allende’s. Her mother turns up to reveal the location of the head that had been separated 
from her body in a car crash. Unlike his real-life model, the singer and poet Victor Jara, the socialist son 
of Esteban’s foreman, Pedro Tercero García, survives relatively unscathed, living in exile with his wife, 
Blanca, the oldest Trueba daughter.

Isabel Allende has published many books since The House of the Spirits, most recently the novel Violeta, 
in which she also revisits the years of the military junta. Forty years on, her debut book remains an essen-
tial work of modern Latin American literature.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.
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APPRECIATIONS  |  Gregory McNamee

Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits at 40
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