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To exhibit the wonders of Indieland in our third annual Indie issue, 
we offer excerpts of three standout titles: a memoir by the inventor of the 
sports bra; a novel that opens during the Iran-Iraq War; and another novel, 
set on a farm in the Ozarks, that plumbs the Midwestern psyche.  

In Unleash the Girls: The Untold Story of the Invention of the Sports Bra and 
How It Changed the World (and Me), Lisa Z. Lindahl recounts the sports bra’s 
origin story:

This “jock bra” idea was taking shape in my mind. As I 
noodled out my list of attributes, I wondered—could 
this bra be modest enough, “swim-suity” enough, for 
me to actually take off my T-shirt while running? 

Wouldn’t that be amazing! The thought was tantalizing. But heaven knows, 
sewing was not part of my repertoire. I could design and build a stained-
glass window from scratch, draw pretty much anything, take shorthand, 
and type quickly, but I’d practically failed my sewing class in eighth grade. 
So, of course, I turned to my friend Polly. 

What do Miss Piggy and I have in common? Polly. Polly Smith—my friend since we met in 
eighth grade…grew up to become an award-winning costume designer for The Muppets! 
Pardon the pun, but it was a fitting job for her inventive and comic whimsy.

Ari Honarvar’s debut novel, A Girl Called Rumi, animates a war-torn childhood in Iran:

As soon as women were forced to wear hijab, I had insisted on cutting 
my hair and had pretended to be a boy. But people began to recognize 
me and I had to stop, as even little girls didn’t escape punishment. When 
Sanaz’s younger sister was whipped by a fearsome-looking paasdar for 
being on a swing, wearing a skirt and no head cover, my mother forbade 
me from breaking any of the strange new moral laws. I wanted to argue 
that the demented paasdar was carrying a whip, looking for a target, that 
there hadn’t been any other similar incidents, but we were already spend-
ing so much of our time fighting.

Missourian Calem Honeycutt tends to the family farm on a day he believes he’ll die in Joshua 
Senter’s novel Still the Night Call: 

The girls are all standing around waiting in the bottom of the back forty 
when Pop and I arrive on our four-wheelers to lead ’em up to the barn. 
They know us, can tell us apart. And I know each one of them, every spot—
black and white. I know when they’re tired or in pain or feeling good. 
They’re my babies. I’ve even named a few of ’em. Frieda reminds me of the 
gossipy postmaster in town, always chewing her cud and making trouble. 
Mandy is named after my high school girlfriend. She’s one of the prettiest 
heifers I’ve ever seen, dark face with a clean white collar ’round her neck 
and a trim body that sways like the breeze when she walks. Donna is the 
fattest cow we have. Bert is the ugliest. The rest of ’em fall somewhere in between, and 
I’ve probably given ’em all a name here or there like Burger, Steak, Prime Rib, or Fuck You.

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Cover design by 
Kyla Novak

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK  |  Karen Schechner

excerpts from indieland

Print indexes: www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/print-indexes
Kirkus Blog: www.kirkusreviews.com/blog

Advertising Opportunities: www.kirkusreviews.com/about/advertising- 
opportunities

Submission Guidelines: www.kirkusreviews.com/about/submission-guidelines
Subscriptions: www.kirkusreviews.com/subscription

Newsletters: www.kirkusreviews.com/subscription/newsletter/add

2   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   f r o m  t h e  e d i t o r ’ s  d e s k   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Tom Beer

Chairman
H E R B E RT S I M O N

President & Publisher
M A RC  W I N K E L M A N

#

Chief Executive Officer
M E G  L A B O R D E  KU E H N

mkuehn@kirkus.com

Editor-in-Chief
T O M  B E E R
tbeer@kirkus.com

Vice President of Marketing
S A R A H  K A L I N A

skalina@kirkus.com

Vice President of Kirkus Indie
K A R E N  S C H E C H N E R

kschechner@kirkus.com

Managing/Nonfiction Editor
E R I C  L I E B E T R AU

eliebetrau@kirkus.com

Fiction Editor
L AU R I E  M U C H N I C K

lmuchnick@kirkus.com

Young Readers’ Editor
L AU R A S I M E O N

lsimeon@kirkus.com

Young Readers’ Editor
M A H N A Z  DA R

mdar@kirkus.com

Editor at Large
M E G A N  L A B R I S E

mlabrise@kirkus.com

Senior Indie Editor
DAV I D  R A P P

drapp@kirkus.com

Indie Editor
M Y R A F O R S B E RG

mforsberg@kirkus.com

Editorial Assistant of Indie
PAO L A B E N N E T

pbennet@kirkus.com

Editorial Assistant
N I N A PA L AT T E L L A

npalattella@kirkus.com

Mysteries Editor
T H O M A S  L E I T C H

Contributing Editor
G R E G O RY M c N A M E E

Copy Editor
B E T S Y J U D K I N S

Designer
A L E X H E A D

Kirkus Editorial Senior 
Production Editor

RO B I N  O ’ D E L L
rodell@kirkus.com

Kirkus Editorial Senior 
Production Editor

M A R I N N A C A S T I L L E JA
mcastilleja@kirkus.com

Website and Software Developer
P E RC Y P E R E Z

pperez@kirkus.com

Advertising Sales Manager
TAT I A N A A R N O L D

tarnold@kirkus.com

Advertising Associate
A M Y B A I R D
abaird@kirkus.com

Graphic Designer
K Y L A N OVA K

knovak@kirkus.com

Administrative Coordinator
S U S A N  R AT H B U N

srathbun@kirkus.com



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c o n t e n t s   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   3

s p e c i a l  f e a t u r e s
INTERVIEW: DEREK KANNEMEYER.................................................. 4

INTERVIEW: KT MATHER.....................................................................6

INTERVIEW: DEVEN JATKAR..............................................................8

f i c t i o n
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS.......................................................... 10

REVIEWS.............................................................................................. 10

EDITOR’S NOTE....................................................................................12

INTERVIEW: JENNIFER EGAN.......................................................... 20

MYSTERY..............................................................................................48

SCIENCE FICTION & FANTASY.......................................................... 54

ROMANCE.............................................................................................55

n o n f i c t i o n
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS.......................................................... 58

REVIEWS.............................................................................................. 58

EDITOR’S NOTE................................................................................... 60

INTERVIEW: JULIE PHILLIPS........................................................... 66

children’s
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS........................................................ 100

REVIEWS............................................................................................ 100

EDITOR’S NOTE................................................................................. 102

INTERVIEW: PALOMA VALDIVIA & SARA LISSA PAULSON....... 108

young adult
INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS.........................................................139

REVIEWS.............................................................................................139

EDITOR’S NOTE................................................................................. 140

INTERVIEW: SCOTT KELLY............................................................. 146

contents
you  can  now  

purchase
books  online

at
kirkus .com

In her latest, former National Geographic 
editor and writer Candice Millard delivers 
“an engrossing, sharply drawn adventure 
tale” about the search for the discovery of 
the Nile. Read the review on p. 88.

Don’t wait on the mail for reviews! You can read pre-publication reviews as 
they are released on kirkus.com—even before they are published in the magazine. 
You can also access the current issue and back issues of Kirkus Reviews on our 
website by logging in as a subscriber. If you do not have a username or password, 
please contact customer care to set up your account by calling 1.800.316.9361 or 
emailing customers@kirkusreviews.com. 

the indie issue
indie

INDEX TO STARRED REVIEWS.........................................................157

REVIEWS.............................................................................................157

INDIE BOOKS OF THE MONTH.........................................................177

BOOK TO SCREEN............................................................................. 178

AUDIOBOOK ROUNDUP....................................................................179



4   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 1   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Photography was something that Derek 
Kannemeyer fell into by accident after retirement. 
Throughout his 35-year career teaching creative 
writing and French, Kannemeyer indulged a variety 
of interests, publishing poems and short prose until 
his retirement in 2016, when he was able to throw 
himself into larger projects. (Kannemeyer recently 
published a poetry collection, Mutt Spirituals, and a 
novel, The Memory Addicts, comes out later this year.) 
He and his wife would go on walks, and she would 
stop to take lots of photographs. Soon, Kannemeyer 
started taking pictures, too. 

Kannemeyer began to publish small books of 
his photography through Blurb (a self-publishing 
platform) and printing them out for himself and 
to give to other people. Unsay Their Names was one 
of these projects. The book is a stunningly pho-
tographed narrative of the protests around and 
eventual dismantling of the Confederate statues in 
Richmond, Virginia, after George Floyd was killed 
in the summer of 2020. The book intersperses his-
tory and personal essays describing the personal 
impact of these events. 

Kannemeyer spoke to Kirkus via Zoom from his 
home in Richmond, occasionally interrupted by his 
cat, Hazel. 

“This began [as] a book that I started for myself 
as a personal document of what I had witnessed,” he 
says. “As one does, I gave copies to friends. A couple 
of friends pretty much demanded that I go public 
with it—one friend asked if he could write an article 
about it for an NYC arts journal (which he did), and 
another one spoke to the Black History Museum 
[and Cultural Center of Virginia], saying, You need to 
show this (and they did). It became very public despite 
my original intention [of making it] just for me.” 

(The book is usually available on Amazon, al-
though Kannemeyer notes that the online retailer 
will periodically list Blurb books as out of print on 
weekends and holidays.) 

Racial tension is nothing new to Kannemey-
er, who is mixed-race. He was born in Cape Town, 
South Africa, during apartheid, and his family 

Derek Kannemeyer privately self-published a book of his photographs 
for friends. The result is a vital public document
BY NIA NORRIS

Sally Kannem
eyer

 

INDIE SPOTLIGHT  |  Nonfiction
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moved to England when he was a child. “I was raised 
in London as an immigrant,” he says. “I grew up in 
that first generation of immigrants in England and 
felt that racial pressure.” 

Eventually, Kannemeyer moved to France to 
study French and English and met his American-
born wife there. “[She] managed to tolerate Eu-
rope for a couple of years and then wanted to come 
back home,” he says. “I was 25 when I came to Vir-
ginia in 1975.” 

In Virginia, Kannemeyer completed his master’s 
degree and then moved to Richmond so his wife 
could study painting. “I’ve felt very often a kind of 
echo between what went on in Richmond for many 
years and what went on in South Africa under apart-
heid,” he says.

How Kannemeyer came to begin documenting 
the graffiti and protests at the monuments in Rich-
mond is another story. Due to Covid, he had not 
been walking as frequently, but he still had to go to 
doctors’ appointments near Monument Avenue. 

It was right around the time people first began 
painting the statues; in the wake of Floyd’s killing, 
people came to Monument Avenue to demonstrate 
and protest. Kannemeyer says, “I went to the doc-
tor for some blood work and I drove past Byrd Park 
at the precise time Christopher Columbus had been 
pulled from his pedestal and thrown in Fountain 
Lake. When I went to look at this, people showed 
up to remove it. I was just there by chance to doc-
ument the removal of that statue from the lake. It 
was an exciting thing to observe, and it was a great 
photographic opportunity.”

The photo on the back cover is a stunningly com-
posed shot of a man shooting a basketball in a graffi-
ti-covered hoop with the words “Black Lives Matter” 
painted on the backboard. This photo was taken by 
the Robert E. Lee statue, which had become a gath-
ering space for individuals who would protest and 
host community talks. 

Kannemeyer says, “There were all kinds of events 
that were staged there. As people moved in, there 

were community gardens set up there, and there 
were basketball hoops. It became sort of a people’s 
park. Eventually they cordoned it off, which they 
did in January 2021. They put a fence around it and 
denied access to people. It was kind of a loss be-
cause it had become this whole thing. I was sad that 
the gardeners were shut out.” 

When the city made the eventual decision to re-
move the statues, Kannemeyer was there to docu-
ment it, moved by the enthusiasm of the commu-
nity that came out to witness the events. A series of 
especially dramatic photos captures the removal of 
the Stonewall Jackson statue in July 2020, as a rain-
storm pelted onlookers. 

Kennemeyer recalls, “The crowd was enormous, 
the crowd was enormously supportive, and the rain 
stopped nobody. Everybody was waiting for that 
statue to come down.” 

Nia Norris is a Chicago journalist who writes about 
books and culture; her work has appeared in Next City 
and other publications. Unsay Their Names received a 
starred review in the Jan. 15, 2020, issue.
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What do you do when you feel like the world is 
ending? KT Mather turned to fiction to explore 
how one teen answers this question. In Mather’s de-
but YA novel, Rage Is a Wolf, 16-year-old protagonist 
Elaine has become seriously concerned for the state 
of the world around her—and she knows blindly 
sitting through the rest of her high school lessons 
isn’t going to cut it, not even close. She convinces 
her moms to let her drop out of school for the year 
and attempt to write a novel, which leads her into 
more trouble and adventure than she could’ve imag-
ined. In a starred review, a critic for Kirkus calls the 

book a “bold and inventive environmental tale with 
a striking protagonist.” Mather spoke to us over 
Zoom from her home in Vermont; the interview be-
low has been edited for length and clarity.

You learned a respect for both nature and writing 
early in life. Do you write outdoors?
Yes, when I have the opportunity. I do a lot of think-
ing and engaging with my imagination while I’m 
hiking, and I’ve also turned into a massive gardener. 
I’m slowly converting our lawn into a pollinator gar-
den. In the summer, I spend eight hours a day out 
there. I find that when you keep the hands and mind 
on some other thing and let the imagination do its 
business, when you show back up to the page, you 
can find that a lot has happened while you were away. 

When you were around Elaine’s age, did you share 
her sense of urgency? What would you tell your-
self at that age, and what would you tell readers 
who are that age now?
I was that age in 1991, 1992, so the climate cri-
sis was not as present in the zeitgeist, not like it is 
now. That said, I also came of age during the Rod-
ney King trials. I went to an incredibly diverse high 
school, and that had a huge impact. There was cer-
tainly an awareness of injustice and that the world 
was not a fair place. I would say to my younger self 
that you have a role in shaping the world that you 
live in, but it’s also not solely your responsibility—in 
fact, it can’t be. I think that this is something that 
Elaine is trying to learn. You have to find other peo-

KT Mather was repeatedly told her YA novel was “too weird” for a debut. 
But one indie publisher shared her vision
BY NINA PALATTELLA

Rebecca Roose
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ple who care and build communities and relation-
ships with them.

High school is a difficult time for so many kids. 
What do you hope young readers learn about per-
severance as they read this book?
I was a high school English teacher, and one of the 
things that I encouraged kids to wrap their minds 
around is that there will always be times in our 
lives that are uncertain and that white-knuckling it 
through those times is not really the answer. When 
you’re waiting for that letter or for a war to end or a 
pandemic to end, or you’re waiting for your heart to 
stop hurting, white-knuckling it is not going to feel 
good. There are ways that we can cope with uncer-
tainty that are life-affirming rather than life-drain-
ing, and seeking out the life-affirming ones makes 
life more bearable and more fun.

Elaine has two moms. How did you decide what 
her family would look like?
I am a very aural person, and when I first started 
hearing Elaine’s character speak to me, she just re-
ferred to her two moms. It didn’t even occur to me 
to question that; I just sort of went with it. Later on, 
I was in a writing group, and somebody had read one 
of the chapters and commented that they thought 
that Elaine should just have a “normal” family, be-
cause having two moms was too many issues in an 

“issue book.” If I had ever been thinking about 
changing the makeup of her family, I was certainly 
not going to do it now, because having a queer family 
is not an issue. It’s just a family.

Rage Is a Wolf is published by Whisk(e)y Tit. What 
has your experience been like being published by 
an indie press?
It was one of those situations where it’s like, Be glad 
you didn’t get what you thought you wanted. Because 
I had attempted to go the traditional route, and I 
had shopped it to some agents and some editors, all 
of whom were like, We really like it. It’s too weird to 
publish as a debut. I had gotten some offers to revise 
and resend if I made it a bit more traditional. At the 

time, I got super disappointed and put it away for 
a little while. Then, when I started working on the 
pollinator garden, I met someone who knew some-
one at this publisher, and we were introduced. Right 
from the start, Miette [Gillette] let me be absolute-
ly involved in the process. I chose my cover designer, 
who is a very good friend of mine. We’re currently 
editing the audiobook, which I read. Miette has in-
volved me in all of the steps of how you copy edit 
and how you turn something from a Word docu-
ment into a finished book. And we worked together 
when we were getting it made into an e-book. I have 
absolutely loved working with an indie publisher, 
and I feel super grateful that I’ve had the opportu-
nity to work with her.

Nina Palattella is the editorial assistant. Rage Is a Wolf 
received a starred review in the Sept. 1, 2021, issue.
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How does an architect, computer science major, 

and information technology expert start writing 

and illustrating children’s books? Deven Jatkar can 

thank his two young children for the career change, 

although they sometimes prefer Captain Under-

pants over Dad’s stories. The Bay Area author’s 

second children’s book, Holi Colors! discusses the 

concepts of color and inner beauty using the back-

drop of Holi, the Indian Festival of Colors. Young 

Maya cannot contain her excitement for the upcom-

ing celebration, but when she accidentally hits her 

head, she wakes up to find that the world is black 

and white while the people are all different colors. 

Jatkar adorns his book with vibrant illustrations and  

valuable lessons in friendship, love, and self-confi-

dence. He spoke with us over Zoom from his home 

in California; the conversation has been edited for 

length and clarity. 

Each of your books has been self-published. What 

was that experience like? 

I was in the IT and technology sector for about 15 

years or so, until our first kid was born, and I wanted 

to try something in a more creative field. I quit my 

job around 2014, and for the first six months, I was 

just playing around as the kids grew up. Then slowly, 

I ventured into trying to see if I could write a pic-

ture book for them. 

For me, I was trying to break a big barrier, be-

cause I was neither a trained author nor an illustra-

tor, and English was a second language. It took me 

a couple of years to get to a point where I was con-

fident, and I did a lot of research on how the book 

publishing industry works. For my temperament 

and the way that I work, I thought self-publishing 

would be easier than trying to convince big publish-

ing houses to work with me—because, to be fair to 

them, I had no experience. Finally, I settled on Am-

azon because that gave you the most flexibility in 

terms of how you get things moving faster. I reached 

out to a few people and had my books reviewed, and 

Deven Jatkar drew on family experience—and a crash course in self-
publishing—to create his new picture book 
BY FRANCESCA VULTAGGIO

Deven Jatkar
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I’m now at a point where I have about 10 books in 

the pipeline.

You also have your own design studio, 

Monkey Mantra. What was the inspiration 

for creating that? 

It’s been a fun adventure, especially creating books 

and working with my editor as well as having my 

kids criticize my work. Hopefully [Monkey Mantra] 

becomes a sort of a design studio where I can help 

out other people like me, you know, who have the 

talent and who have that zest to do something but 

don’t always get the opportunity to do so. I’m trying 

to see if I can expand the studio by hiring more il-

lustrators, designers, and authors over the next two 

or three years.

Not only does this book tell a beautiful story, it is 

also incredibly informative. 

The whole idea behind Holi Colors! started when my 

kids and nephews and nieces began talking about 

their concept of color. It’s interesting when you 

listen to them discuss what you see in a book and 

the characters’ different skin tones, and it became 

difficult to talk to them about it. They know about 

Holi because their grandparents are in India, we go 

to India every year, and Holi is a festival of colors. 

And they love to play with colors, right? What if you 

played Holi without the colors? 

What was your thought process behind creating 

the art for your book?

From an illustration perspective, I wanted to show-

case India, where most of the major cities you go 

to are crowded, noisy, and fun. That was the set-

ting I wanted to use, because once you’re there and 

you take color out of it, your whole perception of 

the city changes. I wanted to go from a heavily il-

lustrated, fully colored page to suddenly just black-

and-white outlines so that people who are reading it 

would also realize what that little girl, Maya, is going 

through at that point in time.

What do you hope young readers will take away 

from this book?

I wanted to make sure children understand where 

to really place the importance of color. At the end 

of the book, the key character understands the fact 

that the color of the people really didn’t matter, 

what mattered was that colors in nature were more 

important. That message itself is a bit overwhelm-

ing for those of a young age, because they are not ex-

posed to anything that will tell them otherwise. You 

also don’t want to be too preachy with your picture 

books for kids, right? I mean, they just walk away. If 

you want to convey that message, how do you con-

vey it in a way that it is fun, in a way where they in-

teract with it properly? That was both the challenge 

and the inspiration for creating this book. 

Francesca Vultaggio is an editorial intern. Holi Colors! 

received a starred review in the July 15, 2021, issue.
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HERE BE ICEBERGS
Adaui, Katya
Trans. by Rosalind Harvey
Charco Press (130 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-9138-6719-5  

Childhood is the dangerous terrain 
of an inhospitable landscape in these 
short stories by Lima-born writer Adaui.

As two girls chat by a pool, the nearby 
adults think how lovely and relaxed they 

are. “They’re wrong,” the narrator says. “We’re practising how 
to endure everything life has in store for us.” In this collection, 
pain and misunderstandings echo through generations. Parents 
beat and blame their children and later demand to be respected. 

“You know why I’m so hard on you, don’t you?” a mother asks her 
daughter. “So that you’ll be the strongest of all my children.” In 
one tale, a family is terrorized by an unseen monster that bom-
bards the house with fruit, their claustrophobic fear heightened 
by the suspicion that one of them is responsible. “Against all 
odds, we survived Christmas,” begins a story about a family out-
ing to the beach that ends at a police station; “Not for anything 
in the world would I be one year old again,” the narrator says, 

“and live through everything I’ve lived through before now.” In 
another story, also featuring a harrowing drive, a young man 
remembers his mother telling him, “Getting through child-
hood is to survive the worst of all tsunamis.” Adaui’s stories 
tend to begin in medias res, with much left unstated, the text 
only the visible part of a looming iceberg. Along with violence 
and threats of violence are rarer moments of appreciation and 
clarity. About the boyhood of one character and his friends: “It 
was a period when we cried seldom and felt a great deal.” An 
imprisoned politician with time on his hands finds solace plant-
ing trees: “All mornings repeated themselves in the only verb it 
was possible to conjugate: to wait.” In one tale, family history 
is arranged around locations on a map, “a fragmented story—
none is linear—emerging,” a description which fits the book as 
a whole.

A kaleidoscopic collection that takes a sharp, dark look at 
family and how we survive it.
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COFFEE, SHOPPING, 
MURDER, LOVE
Allende, Carlos
Red Hen Press (312 pp.) 
$25.95  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-63628-035-6  

Elaborate scams and workplace mur-
ders abound in this bleakly comic novel.

In fiction, the strangest things can 
bring together the participants in a crim-
inal conspiracy. For Charlie and Jignesh, 

the alternating narrators of Allende’s novel, their connection 
comes via an unsuccessful date. But it turns out Charlie has a 
large freezer for sale, and Jignesh happens to have accidentally 
killed a former co-worker and is frantically trying to cover it 
up. The novel opens with a flash-forward to Charlie wandering 
through the desert in Mexico, wishing that he “had never fallen 
in love with [Jignesh’s] wealth and with his ravishing South 
Asian skin color.” If that comes off as shallow and fetishizing, 

that’s the point. For his part, Jignesh has a sideline in writing 
genre novels with characters along the lines of “winsome Celt 
women with a wispy mane of red hair like Princess Salmonella 
McFallog,” and he isn’t as wealthy as Charlie believes him to 
be. Gradually, the two men become immersed in more unethi-
cal activities, from Jignesh’s creative use of workplace funds 
to outright money laundering. Charlie’s narration is prone to 
withering takes on the other characters and musings on his 
Southern upbringing. Jignesh has a more hapless perspective 
on the world, leading to some comic moments, as when he 
ponders the appropriate thoughts to have before killing some-
one: “One shouldn’t pray to his family Gods when committing 
a crime.” But he also has a more acerbic side that emerges in 
moments of stress. The high concept of Allende’s novel—plac-
ing two relatively average guys who don’t have any real reason 
to get involved in a murder/fraud plot in the center of one—is 
interesting. But this ends up being a book that sinks or swims 
depending on how you feel about the two narrators. That said, 
Charlie’s penchant for digressive cinematic deep cuts—“His 
face is as pale as Meryl Streep’s was in The French Lieutenant’s 
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Considering that most people 
spend a large part of their time 
working, jobs (whether paid or vol-
unteer) play a disproportionately 
small role in fiction—unless the 
main character is a detective, a bak-
er who investigates crime on the 
side, or a writer. I remember the 
thrill, 25 years ago, of reading Mar-
tha Baer’s novel, As Francesca, about 
a woman who spends her days in an 

anonymous corporate office and her nights submitting 
to an online dominatrix—which only makes her bet-
ter at her job. She writes reports, plays office politics, 
ducks into the stairwell to talk to her friends: all the 
things that rarely show up in fiction.

Lan Samantha Chang’s The Family Chao (Norton, 
Feb. 1) takes the reader deep into the weeds of running 
a restaurant: We learn about or-
dering food, planning menus, wait-
ing on regular customers. Our re-
view calls it “a disruptive, sardon-
ic take on the assimilation story.” 
We meet another restaurant fam-
ily in Jennifer Close’s Marrying the 
Ketchups (Knopf, April 26), which 
revolves around JP Sullivan’s, a 
homey Chicago spot that sells a 
$20 hamburger.

In Grant Ginder’s Let’s Not Do That Again (Holt, 
April 5), the family business is politics. Nancy Harrison 
is running for U.S. Senate from New York, while her 

son, Nick, who used to be her fixer, 
is now teaching at NYU. The prob-
lem is her daughter, Greta, who’s 
somehow gotten involved with a 
Frenchman from the far right. Our 
review says that “Ginder aces the 
small stuff…[and] he also aces the 
big stuff.” Lots of fun for fans of 
Veep and funny family stories like 
Jonathan Topper’s This Is Where I 
Leave You (2009).

There are two interesting jobs at the center of 
Xochitl Gonzalez’s Brooklyn-based Olga Dies Dream-
ing (Flatiron, Jan. 11): Olga is a wedding planner who 

teaches us how to tell the differ-
ence between a regular wedding 
and a rich person’s wedding (it’s 
the napkins), while her brother, 
Prieto, is a U.S. representative 
running for reelection. “Vivid 
portraits of various friends and 
relatives capture the richness of 
Nuyorican culture, and sharp-
eyed observations of the Brook-
lyn social and political landscape 
underpin a busy plot,” according 
to our review. 

Michelle Huneven’s 2009 novel, Blame, has a mem-
orable section describing the time the protagonist—

who’s in jail for running over her 
neighbors—spent fighting forest 
fires. Dana Potowski, the narra-
tor of her new novel, Search (Pen-
guin Press, April 26), is a food 
writer, but the book is primarily 
about her work on a search com-
mittee hiring a new minister for 
her church—which she’s secretly 
planning to write a book about. 
Serving on a committee is some-
thing that so many people do but 

rarely read about. Our review says “Huneven makes 
this deep dive into the workings of the modern com-
mittee process and the politics of Unitarianism engag-
ing and thought-provoking.”

Joe Mungo Reed is another author who’s focused 
on work in more than one book. His first novel, We Be-
gin Our Ascent (2018), treats riding the Tour de France 
as the job it is for professional cyclists. His new book, 
Hammer (Simon & Schuster, March 22), focuses on 
Martin, a young auction-house employee in London, 
as he becomes reacquainted with a friend from col-
lege who’s now married to an art-collecting Russian 
oligarch. We get a lot of behind-the-scenes glimpses 
of the art world, and the book takes on a timely aspect 
when the oligarch decides to run for president against 
Putin. “Richly textured, compulsively readable, and 
brilliant throughout,” according to our review. 

Laurie Muchnick is the fction editor.
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Woman when she first sees Jeremy Irons at The Cobb in Lyme 
Regis’s harbor”—is endearing.

Allende’s novel offers a stylized but uneven riff on crime-
fiction tropes.

DEEP WATER
Bamford, Emma
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-9821-7036-3  

Newlywed sailors find peril on a 
remote island.

This thriller opens in the middle of 
the Indian Ocean with the rescue of Vir-
ginie and Jake, a young British couple, 
from a yacht that isn’t theirs by a Malay-

sian navy ship that picked up their distress signal. Jake is severely 
injured, and as the crew heads for the nearest shore to take him 
to a hospital, Virginie pieces together the narrative for the ship’s 
captain, Danial Tengku. The novel then flashes back to the cou-
ple flying into Malaysia after having spent their life savings on 
an older yacht with the goal of restoring the vessel and spending 
a year traveling. After an older sailor tells them about a remote, 
little-known island, the couple change their plans on a whim; 
when they arrive at Amarante, they make friends with the occu-
pants of the two other boats spending time there until monsoon 
season—a Canadian couple and a single Australian man. Vitor, an 
unnerving older man, and his much younger companion, Teresa, 
arrive soon afterward, and everyone agrees to island rules of shar-
ing fishing and cooking duties. Over the next few weeks, tensions 
begin to rise among the couples on the island when Jake and Vir-
ginie’s engine breaks and Vitor’s offers of assistance clearly come 
with strings attached. Bamford’s debut novel reflects her knowl-
edge of sailing and life in remote areas, and the cast of characters 
and dark-paradise theme suit the genre well. The central narrative 
builds too slowly to maintain suspense, though, especially regard-
ing Virginie’s naïveté toward Vitor’s advances, and the framing 
device of the otherwise-unrelated Capt. Tengku’s internal mono-
logue doesn’t quite hold the novel together. Still, fans of sailing 
and deserted-island stories might find an intriguing tale here.

An overflowing but unpolished story.

TAKE YOUR BREATH AWAY
Barclay, Linwood
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-06-303513-3  

Six years after Brie Mason mysteri-
ously disappeared, a woman who seems 
to be her shows up at the since-rebuilt 
house in which she’d lived with her hus-
band, Andrew, setting off a chain reaction 
of shock, accusations, lies, and murder.

Andrew, a contractor with a failing business and a drinking 
problem triggered by Brie’s disappearance, lives elsewhere in 
the town of Milford, Connecticut, with his pregnant girlfriend, 
Jayne, and her troubled 16-year-old brother, Tyler. Seemingly 
everyone in Milford who remembers the sensational story 
has long suspected Andrew of killing Brie, including obsessed 
Detective Marissa Hardy and Brie’s sister, Isabel. But Andrew 
has miraculously prevented Jayne from learning anything about 
his personal history, making a point of rarely dining out with her 
or otherwise being seen with her in public. He’s soon got some 

’splainin’ to do. Andrew’s alibi is that he was on a fishing trip 
with his friend and business partner, Greg, the night Brie van-
ished. Hardy believes he drove back to Milford during the wee 
hours, killed and buried Brie, and returned to the fishing spot 
before dawn. After showing up at the site of her old house, the 
would-be Brie makes a couple more well-planned appearances, 
including a midnight visit to her dying mother in the hospital, 
but no one gets a clear enough look at her to be sure if she is 
who she says she is. For a book that relies on so many twists 
and turns, with a central premise that could easily fall apart, 

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



Barclay’s latest does an impressive job of sustaining suspense 
and making its characters believable. The reader is kept guess-
ing until close to the end, by which time a forced detail or two 
doesn’t really matter.

An infectious thriller—one of Barclay’s best.

MOTHER OCEAN 
FATHER NATION
Batsha, Nishant
Ecco/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-06-321178-0  

Set on a fictional Pacific island and in 
the U.S., this book explores family rela-
tionships, the fallout of colonialism, and 
racism’s dire consequences.

An Indian family with deep roots on 
the unnamed island is the focus of this debut. Jaipal is the kind 

and directionless older brother who seeks love from women 
and especially men; Bhumi is the brilliant sister studying in the 
capital city. Their mother is a self-sacrificing head of house-
hold, while their father is a drunken womanizer. Their lives are 
upended when the leader of a coup sets the “native Christian” 
population on the Indians for whom the island is home. The 
menace of the island’s murderous regime is well conveyed in 
the first part of the novel. Recent violence “meant that being 
an Indian man in the outside world felt like having a target on 
him. Being inside was no respite.” After both siblings have close 
friends disappeared into the night—presumably murdered—
and Bhumi’s university closes, the family makes hasty decisions 
to protect themselves. It is not lost on them that their grand-
mother arrived on this island to escape similarly dangerous 
circumstances elsewhere. Sometimes the plot falls into place a 
little too conveniently: Bhumi escapes to California through her 
mother’s perfect foresight in getting her papers in order, while 
the father of the family dies just before Jaipal and his mother 
are forced to flee. Life in America is not easy for Bhumi; she 
is exploited by an employer and faces difficult choices. Subtler 
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writing might have offered more emotional heft. However, if 
the characters do behave as expected, the book places them 
within an unending cycle of leaving and coming, illustrating the 
point that when colonists occupy and then abandon a country, 
autocracy and other humanitarian disasters ensue. 

The author does a good job connecting the dots between 
his characters’ stories and the negative consequences of 
colonialism.

GIRLS THEY WRITE 
SONGS ABOUT 
Bauer, Carlene
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-374-28226-4  

A deep friendship takes shape and 
dissolves in New York City.

“Rose and I moved to New York to be 
motherless,” begins narrator Charlotte 
as she sweeps us into the idealism of her 

20s in the late-1990s New York literary scene. She and Rose 
meet in the office of a music magazine where Rose—intense, 
ambitious, erratic—works in the staff writer position for which 
Charlotte—meticulous, careful, self-effacing—was passed over. 
What begins as professional and sexual jealousy morphs into an 
intimate friendship as the two bond over their commitment 
to independence and artistic integrity. Alcohol-soaked parties, 
abortions, marriages, affairs, a divorce, a death in the family, 
secrets, and betrayals all ensue, related with such cleareyed pre-
cision and honesty that only on the rarest of occasions does it 
tip over into sentimentality. Charlotte’s narration rings true for 
the discerning writer and editor she is; the prose is razor-sharp 
and utterly devoid of clutter. Though as a person she drifts and 
waffles—“What did we want?” is a common refrain through-
out—as a storyteller, she never loses focus. Motherless though 
Charlotte had once aspired to be, as her 20s turn into her 30s 
and early 40s, the question of motherhood creeps in, whether 
from her surroundings in stroller-laden Park Slope, from friend-
ships that drift when children arrive, or from a confrontation 
with the child of a married man with whom she’s had an affair. 
With deftness and candor, Bauer tells a moving and thoughtful 
story of how desire and ambition change over time and how to 
make sense of the messiness of carving out a path and life of 
one’s own.

A smart and beautifully rendered portrait of two women’s 
lives.

I’LL BE YOU
Brown, Janelle
Random House (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-525-47918-5  

A suspenseful account of twin sisters 
and their secret lives.

Sam and Elli are identical twins who 
spent their childhood years, and then 
their teenage ones, as actors. Now grown, 
they’ve also grown apart—Elli in the 

direction of a husband, a career as a florist, and an upper-mid-
dle-class life; Sam in a downward spiral of addiction. Then Sam, 
one year sober—a year in which she hasn’t spoken with Elli—
gets a call from their parents: Elli has gone away to some sort 
of spa; could Sam help out with the little girl she adopted? Sam 
arrives to find everything slightly awry: Elli’s incommunicado, 
their mother’s in denial, and meanwhile, Sam finds some wor-
rying paperwork at Elli’s house. What’s this organization Elli’s 
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been giving large sums of money to? Brown weaves together 
all these strands into a delicious work of intrigue and suspense. 
Sam narrates the first part of the novel, which deftly alternates 
between the present and the twins’ days of fame in the past. Elli 
narrates the second part, and while their voices sound rather 
too similar, Brown adroitly explores their individual psycholo-
gies—their very different interests, needs, motivations, and, 
ultimately, their reactions to their early careers. The prose is 
smooth and fluid throughout, and if the story occasionally gets 
bogged down in the twins’ backstory, that complaint is a minor 
one. Overall, the narrative sprints ahead. You won’t want to stop 
reading until you find out what’s happened.

Minor flaws don’t slow the forward propulsion of this 
compelling novel.

THE TUESDAY NIGHT 
SURVIVORS’ CLUB
Cahoon, Lynn
Lyrical Press (212 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-51611-113-8  

The prolific Cahoon introduces a 
sterling new heroine in cancer survivor 
Rarity Cole.

Rarity’s left St. Louis behind, along 
with the boyfriend who dumped her 

when she was diagnosed with breast cancer, and opened a book-
store in Sedona, Arizona, where her high school bestie, Sam 
Aarons, owns a crystal shop. She decides to organize a book 
club for cancer survivors. The first night, only Shirley Prescott 
shows up, but slowly she builds a diverse group, including Sam 
as an honorary member. Some are into alternative treatments; 
others, like Martha Redding, are very private. Sam invites Rar-
ity along on a group hike led by attractive and personable Archer 
Ender. There, she meets the Andersons, a couple who become 
some of her best customers. Rarity, who’s thinking of adopting 
a dog, ends up with one in a very odd way when detective Drew 
Anderson calls on her to talk about Martha, who’s gone miss-
ing, and she offers to take in Martha’s dog, a diminutive Yorkie, 
Killer. When Martha’s found murdered, Killer becomes Rar-
ity’s constant companion, and the Tuesday night book club adds 
sleuthing to their profile. Drew, who’s warming up to Sam, is 
unhappy about their plans and enlists his old friend Archer to 
keep an eye on Rarity. Meanwhile, group members offer pos-
sible suspects from Martha’s boyfriend to the staff at an alterna-
tive cancer treatment center Martha attended. Romance is in 
the air for Rarity and Sam, but it doesn’t distract them from 
following up clues to unmask a killer.

The author uses her own experience with cancer to pen a 
mystery/romance with an authentic feel.

ONE OF THE GIRLS
Clarke, Lucy
Putnam (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-593-42264-9  

An idyllic Greek island is the unlikely 
setting for the destination bachelorette 
party from hell.

Six women, 30-something London 
professionals, gather on the fictional 
island of Aegos for a long weekend’s “hen 

do.” Bella, self-appointed maid of honor to bride-to-be Lexi, 
her childhood best friend, organizes the bacchanal held at the 
villa owned by the aunt of Bella’s girlfriend, Fen. We know from 
the beginning that on the last day of the party, someone will 
die, but as to who, the only clue is “her red wrap” protruding 
from a body bag. Pay close attention to the walled terrace of the 
villa, which abuts a cliff overlooking a rocky shore. The conceit 
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behind this prenuptial puzzle is that each guest harbors a secret. 
Lexi is 11 weeks pregnant, putting a damper on Bella’s planned 
drinking games. Robyn, a soon-to-be-divorced single mother, 
may be gay. Fen’s last visit to the villa was traumatic due to a 
humiliating encounter with a local waiter. But the secrets which 
threaten the very underpinnings of this so-called happy event 
are withheld until the end. As plot momentum flags, the chal-
lenge becomes to occupy the women’s time during the four days 
leading up to the big reveals. Eleanor, the groom’s sister, is griev-
ing the recent loss of her own fiance, Sam. But how exactly did 
Sam die? Why did Bella leave nursing for jewelry sales? What 
did Bella and Fen quarrel about at the airport? Then there is 
Ana, also a single mother. A yoga student of Lexi’s, how does she 
fit into the bride’s inner circle? And Lexi, aside from her past 
as a star rock-and-roll dancer, is a cipher. Time passes distract-
ingly enough, what with the blue Aegean, Mediterranean fare, 
energizing hikes, brutal hangovers, and petty squabbles, most 
sparked by Bella’s disappointment at the party’s overall lack of 
mojo. Unfortunately, the novel suffers from the same malaise.

Treads a tortuous path between rising action and frustrat-
ing misdirection.

RAINBOW RAINBOW 
Conklin, Lydia
Catapult (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-64622-101-1  

An award-winning author offers a 
spectrum of LGBTQ+ characters in their 
debut collection.

In “Laramie Time,” a comics artist 
uncovers some truths about herself and 
her lover when they ask a friend to help 

them make a baby. The protagonist of “Cheerful Until Next 
Time” meets the man he wants to become and then falls in 
love with him. “The Black Winter of New England,” “Ooh, the 
Suburbs,” and “Pioneer” show adolescents discovering—often 
painfully—their sexuality and their gender. The word transition 
is used to describe the processes transgender people undertake 
to live more fully as their true selves—and there are certainly 
transgender people undergoing this sort of transition depicted 
here—but the people in these stories are all in the midst of tran-
sitions of multiple kinds, and Conklin addresses the way society 
is changing, too. The titular character in “Sunny Talks” is a trans 
teen who has amassed a respectable following on YouTube by 
sharing his views on “pansexuality, passing privilege, cisnorma-
tivity, he/him lesbi ans, PGPs, chasers, and demiromanticism.” 
That sentence would have been shocking just 10 years ago, and 
it will undoubtedly confound a lot of people even now. These 
stories assay serious topics, such as pedophilia and sexual assault. 
In “Boy Jump,” the main character visits a Holocaust memo-
rial in Poland and reflects on the places where it’s not safe for 
LGBTQ+ people to travel in Eastern Europe. But these are not 
cautionary tales about being queer. Conklin is adept at commu-
nicating complexity and writes in a plainspoken style that does 

not invite sensationalizing. In each story, a rainbow appears. We 
might read this as a motif underscoring the full range of human 
sexualities and genders—and, if it’s not too corny, we might see 
it as a symbol of hope.

Conklin introduces themself as a writer to watch with 
these open-eyed, tenderhearted, well-crafted stories.

EXALTED
Dorn, Anna
Unnamed Press (295 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-951213-48-0  

The lives of a struggling millennial 
astrologer and one of her Gen X fans 
intersect in a shocking way.

Emily Forrest operates the uber-pop-
ular Instagram astrology account Exalted, 
but in real life, her rent isn’t paid and she 
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lives on blue Gatorade, turkey slices, saltines, and as much weed 
as she can scam from her clueless ex-boyfriend Thomas, all the 
while obsessed with the mysterious Beau Rubidoux, a photog-
rapher with a perfectly exalted chart—“placements where the 
sign can achieve its highest potential.” Emily insists astrology 
is a scam, merely generalizations designed to flatter us, and yet 
she still falls prey to its allure. “The thing is: I have a Gemini 
moon, and that allows me to hold two contradictory ideas at 
once,” she says. Dawn is a down-and-out Gen Xer with border-
line personality disorder and a regrettable tendency to send 
horrible texts to ex-girlfriends and her estranged son whenever 
she drinks. Their paths first cross when Dawn pays Emily to 
read her astrology chart. Both women are living the opposite 
of exalted lives: lonely, broke, and self-loathing, if for some-
what different reasons. Emily lies to her friends and family so 
they’ll like her more; Dawn has sabotaged every relationship in 
her life by saying the most awful things possible. Luckily, their 
sharp humor and self-awareness save them from being insuffer-
able even as they say and do terrible things. Like the planets 
of the zodiac, the two women orbit each other, leading to a 

toe-curlingly awkward finale that’s as funny as it is cringeworthy. 
Ultimately, this is a story about seeking—money, fame, fate, and 
most importantly, human connection; with prose as delightfully 
moody as its heroines, it’s cynical yet strangely uplifting. 

A caustic yet charming snapshot of contemporary digital 
life.

THE RECRUIT 
Drew, Alan
Random House (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-399-59212-6  

Young neo-Nazis in Rancho Santa 
Elena, a quiet Southern California town, 
conduct a campaign of hate crimes 
against minorities, leading police detec-
tive Ben Wade to uncover a widespread 
White supremacist conspiracy.

Set in 1987, this thriller focuses on Jacob, a 14-year-old boy 
who’s recruited into a gang of skinheads by his 20-something 
neighbor Ian after Ian sees him testing out homemade pipe 
bombs in his backyard. Ian, the son of a corrupt councilman 
whose eldest son was killed in Vietnam, has terrorized a Viet-
namese shop owner named Bao Phan and his family by leaving 
a fatally poisoned, throat-slit dog by their back door. Jacob, 
the abused son of a traumatized Vietnam veteran, is officially 
inducted as a skinhead after being pressured to brutally attack 
Mexican migrant workers. Shocked to discover his father is hav-
ing an affair with a young Vietnamese woman—Bao’s 22-year-
old daughter, Linh—Jacob is overcome with rage. Meanwhile, 
having left the LAPD, worn down by gang wars in that city, 
Wade is surprised to confront an even worse form of violence 
in Rancho Santa Elena. In Los Angeles, there was a logic to the 
gang wars, which were over drugs, territory, and money. “This 
is just hate,” he says. “Nothing rational about it.” Though set 
in the past, at a time when the internet was first enabling hate 
groups opposed to the very existence of the federal government 
to link up via online bulletin boards, Drew’s sequel to Shadow 
Man (2017) could hardly speak more powerfully to the pres-
ent moment in the United States. A terrific crime novel with 
an explosive climax, the book dares to find a level of empathy 
with its young perpetrators, connecting the dots between being 
frightened and “walking around in the dark” and turning to hate.

A moving, grippingly relevant mystery.
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On a podcast in the summer of 2020, novelist Jennifer 
Egan revealed she was working on a new book that would 
be a companion to A Visit From the Goon Squad, the 2010 
novel that won a National Book Critics Circle Award and 
a Pulitzer Prize and made her a breakout literary star. The 
news was met with rapturous anticipation—and an un-
dercurrent of anxiety. Could Egan match the extraordi-
nary accomplishments of Goon Squad?

Now that novel is here, and The Candy House (Scrib-
ner, April 5) truly delivers. A starred Kirkus review called it 
a “thrilling, endlessly stimulating work that demands to be 
read and reread”—and having read it once myself, I know 
that I’ll be revisiting it. The book follows a handful of inter-
connected characters—some who made appearances, major 
and minor, in Goon Squad, others who appear here for the 
first time—hopscotching across the decades, from the 1960s 
to the 2030s. At the center of this web is a new technology, 
Own Your Unconscious, that allows users to download and 
preserve their memories—as well as share them with others. 

The parallels with social media are inescapable, and 
the novel is indeed a meditation on the effects, person-
al and societal, of our diminishing private lives. But The 
Candy House also explores love, family, identity, addiction, 
fame, trauma, and fiction through the stories of its many 
characters, all deftly sketched and heartbreakingly hu-
man.

I reached Egan—who recently completed a term as 
president of PEN America—over Zoom at her home in 
Brooklyn to talk about the novel. Our conversation has 
been edited for length and clarity.

The Candy House takes on some serious subjects. Am I 
allowed to say that it was really fun to read?
I care so much about fun. As a reader, I’m looking for 
transport. And that can be painful—that’s OK, I’m fine 
with pain. But I do feel there has to be some beguilement, 
some seduction. Because otherwise why do I want to be 
transported? How can I be? There’s sometimes this feel-
ing [while reading] that I’m banging on the outside, but I 
can’t propel myself in. So I think about that a lot [when 
I’m writing]. I go through many layers of readers to find 
out if I’m accomplishing that. 

What made you decide to revisit the world of Goon 
Squad for this novel?
The decision to keep imagining into that world was never 
in question, because I was doing that even by the time 
the book came out. The whole principle was to follow 
my curiosity into realms that I might just have glimpsed 
through the corner of my eye. And there were things I 
had tried to do in Goon Squad that didn’t work, so it wasn’t 
even like I’d been able to exhaust all of the curiosity I had. 
I knew I would keep writing into that world. 

The only thing that was not at all clear was whether 
I would ever publish another book. There were just a lot 
of boxes I would need to check before I thought that 

The prizewinning novelist revisits the world of A Visit From 
the Goon Squad
BY TOM BEER
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was worthwhile. Is it actually a different book? I’m not 
interested in doing fan fiction for my own book. And is 
it really good enough? I felt that it should be even a lit-
tle better [than A Visit From the Goon Squad], ideally, be-
cause Goon Squad is lucky enough to have a lot of fans, and 
there’s nothing worse than a tepid follow-up. Otherwise, 
I would prefer to just occasionally publish a shorter piece 
about those characters, which would have been fine—no 
shame in that. I may continue to do that even now. 

With so many interconnected characters and backsto-
ries, how do you keep everything straight? I imagine 
you like a TV detective with an obsession wall.
I think the obsession wall is probably just in my brain—
perhaps even more disturbing. [Laughs.] I had some 
physical materials that guided me. After I write a hand-
written first draft, I am working with outlines. There’s of-
ten a wish list—a list of possible milieus or atmospheres, a 
list of characters who could conceivably have something 
in common, because sometimes I’ll find my brain trying 
to connect people who were too far apart in age to be 
connected. So another important document, which had 
some color coding, was just every decade beginning in the 
1930s—who was born, and the age of every other charac-
ter in that decade. There were definitely those kinds of 
tools to guide me but probably less than you might think, 
just because I know these people so well at this point.

Do you feel people need to have read Goon Squad in 
order to fully appreciate The Candy House?
There’s no need to have any familiarity with Goon Squad. 
Of course, it’s deeply informed by Goon Squad, in that the 
preexisting biographies of certain characters are estab-
lished there. But it doesn’t feel to me like they are im-
mediately connected. On consideration, I think it actu-
ally might be more fun to read Candy House first and then 
Goon Squad. The thing is, both books move forward and 
backward in time, so there’s no chronological necessity 
to it. No prerequisite at all—it worries me that people 
will think that there is.

Initially, I was very OCD about it. I pulled my copy of 
Goon Squad off the shelf and, as I was reading Candy 
House, I’d consult it to recall who Sasha was or Benny. 
And at a certain point, I just put it back on the shelf 
and decided to enjoy the new novel as it unfolded. I’m 
glad I did.
I worry that some people will approach the books feeling 
like they have to get every connection, even within each 
book, and that can be kind of stressful. You know, I just 

feel like it’s all supposed to be fun. Sometimes when peo-
ple see a book that looks challenging, they immediately 
feel, Am I doing enough work? But work is directly in op-
position to the quality you and I were just talking about, 
the beguilement and the transport. There’s no work re-
quired, ideally.

In the acknowledgments, you thank your sons for “lur-
ing my attention into realms essential to this book.” 
Can you say more?
I was a baseball mom for many years—I’d barely ever 
been to a baseball game before I had children, and I now 
have a pretty thoroughgoing knowledge of minor league 
baseball parks in America, and I’ve come to love base-
ball. I love the numerology of it, the rituals of it, and the 
data of it. That was one realm that became not just atmo-
spherically important to the book, but intellectually im-
portant. I’m fascinated by the way in which we humans 
are quantifiable—and yet we are so unknowable. That 
contrast, that paradox, was really fascinating to me. And 
in some ways, baseball was my window into it. 

And then the second thing, which actually dovetails 
perfectly, is our role-playing games. Dungeons & Drag-
ons is also extremely quantifiable, very numerological, 
looking at the creation of personality through numbers. 
I’m part of the first generation that played D&D, but I’d 
only dimly heard of it. All of that became the world of 
this book, and neither would have entered my life with-
out my kids.

Tom Beer is the editor-in-chief. The Candy House received a 
starred review in the Jan. 15, 2022, issue.
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THE RESERVOIR
Duchovny, David
Akashic (128 pp.) 
$19.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63614-044-5  

A wealthy New Yorker slips mentally 
off-kilter in this atmospheric yarn by the 
actor/writer.

Duchovny’s fifth work of fiction 
centers on Ridley, a former Wall Streeter 
who retired in middle age, giving him 

enough time to pursue banal art projects like a series of smart-
phone photos of the Central Park Reservoir taken from his 
high-rise window. Covid, which has recently arrived in the city, 
intensifies the divorced man’s isolation, which is also exacer-
bated by his contentious relationship with his daughter. As 
if to make up for her absence, he trains his gaze on a nearby 
apartment that he’s certain is occupied by a woman flash-
ing distress signals. His ego swells: “He could star in his very 

own retrofitted-for-the-pandemic Rear Window. He could be 
her chivalrous knight, her Jimmy Stewart.” His derangement 
expands as he begins to follow the source of the signals into 
the park. A study of how internal concerns curdle into outward, 
tragic compulsions—particularly during an epidemic—the 
novel is a clear tribute to Thomas Mann’s classic Death in Ven-
ice; Duchovny cites it in the acknowledgments, quotes it in an 
epigraph, and introduces a homeless character wearing an army 
jacket labeled “Mann.” But Duchovny isn’t simply tracing over 
Mann’s plotlines and themes. Concerns about the distancing of 
technology, the shortcomings of the modern male ego, the fear 
of being out of touch, and the awkward push and pull of parent-
hood are all his own, and though the story is straightforward, it 
neatly captures Ridley’s slow decline in evocative, chilly prose 
that wouldn’t be out of place in a late Don DeLillo novel. Like 
his previous novels Bucking F*cking Dent (2016) and Miss Subways 
(2018), it’s a love letter to Duchovny’s native New York. But it’s 
also a smart story about obsession.

A slim, compelling tale of a man on the brink.

NO PLACE TO RUN
Edwards, Mark
Thomas & Mercer (349 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-5420-2790-8  

The siblings of two young people 
gone missing in the Pacific Northwest 
join forces to track them down.

In the two years since 15-year-old 
Scarlett Faith disappeared, the police 
and even her older brother, Seattle coder 

Aidan Faith, have pretty much given up on finding her. Then, 
suddenly, a train passenger’s fleeting sight of a woman who 
looks just like Scarlett fleeing through the wilderness gives 
Aidan new hope and new energy. His visit to Eaglewood, near 
where his sister was spotted, produces nothing from local Sgt. 
Giglio, Mayor Christopher Hood, or Cody, the mayor’s thug-
gish fixer. But it does bring Aidan together with Lana Carrera, a 
graduate student seeking her vanished brother, Samuel, whom 
the authorities have assumed to be dead ever since his cellphone 
was found in the ruins of a forest fire. With no one to rely on 
but each other, the pair quickly bond as they discover traces of 
other missing persons and two neighboring groups the story has 
already provided glimpses into: Darryl Moses’ Sugar Magnolia 
Farm, whose economy depends on marijuana and prostitution, 
and the Cradle, whose eco-terrorist leader, Shannon Reinhardt, 
is running an even more radical operation. Unlike the search-
ers, the local countercultures share a relationship that’s purely 
transactional, and it’s not surprising that Edwards peppers the 
story with a high body count, including a surprising number of 
victims shot dead by the good guys, who seem just fine about it 
in the moment and even finer afterward.

A so-so thriller whose premise and events are at once 
unnerving and deeply familiar.



THESE IMPOSSIBLE THINGS
El-Wardany, Salma
Grand Central Publishing (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5387-0930-6  

El-Wardany’s sparkling, incisive debut 
uses the conventions of romantic comedy 
to explore the social and personal ten-
sions faced by young Muslim women in 
contemporary Britain.

In London in the early 2000s, three 
lifelong friends are about to graduate from university and have 
to make decisions about their professional and—more impor-
tantly, from this novel’s point of view—personal lives. Jenna, a 
medical student from a British Palestinian family, juggles boy-
friends with an eye on finally marrying an appropriate Muslim 
until an assault leaves her depressed and willing to settle for 
someone she doesn’t truly love. Malak, whose family is Egyp-
tian and who doesn’t know exactly what she wants to do with 

her life, loves Jacob but breaks up with him because he isn’t 
Muslim and she knows her family will never approve. When she 
moves temporarily to Egypt, she meets Ali, a British Muslim 
who seems perfect at first but later reveals a cruel side. Bilquis, 
known as Kees, whose family is Pakistani and who’s in love with 
Catholic Harry, makes the opposite decision: She decides to 
stay with him and is shunned by her family. The choices Malak 
and Kees make lead to their estrangement, with Jenna caught 
in the middle until a crisis reunites the three. While the novel’s 
male characters aren’t as well developed, often being either too 
good or evil to be believable, the three young women and their 
family members are complex and engaging, while the decisions 
they make, and often reconsider, are rooted in realistic cultural 
and emotional pressures. While frothy and chatty, with witty 
dialogue and plenty of weddings and other gatherings that spark 
interactions among the characters, the book doesn’t shy away 
from more serious issues, including rape, domestic violence, 
and unwanted pregnancy.

This novel is blessed by a light touch and evenhanded 
treatment of its two generations of characters.

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“A sparkling, incisive debut.”
these impossible things
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THE CATCH
Fairbrother, Alison
Random House (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-13429-0  

Ellie’s beguiling, charismatic father 
may have had four children with three 
different women, but Ellie came first, 
literally and in his heart, too. When his 
perplexing bequest indicates otherwise, 
the 20-something reporter will use—and 

misuse—all her skills to uncover the truth.
It’s 2012, and 24-year-old Eleanor Adler is living her post-

college, first-real-job best life. She’s in Washington, D.C., 
sharing a shambolic group home with roommates who clerk 
for federal judges and work at embassies and B-list agencies. 
She’s a junior reporter for Apogee, a news startup that exists 
to get clicks and save journalism. She’s seeing Lucas, a mar-
ried 39-year-old think tanker, who takes her on dates to the 

Union Station food court and Maryland suburbs where they 
won’t be seen. Ellie’s hashtag-adulting takes a sudden and sad 
grown-up turn when her father unexpectedly drops dead in 
his Chesapeake Bay home. Although not exactly well-off, he 
was careful with his legacy, leaving each family member—third 
wife Colette; their son, Van; second-marriage daughters Sadie 
and Anna—a meaningful totem of his love. Except Ellie, who 
got a plastic gingerbread-man tie rack. It’s 100% true that said 
plastic tie rack is a rather flimsy MacGuffin on which to hang 
a plot, and the central-casting characters (size 12 Ellie doesn’t 
fit in and loves reading; attractive herbalist Colette visits a sha-
man) aren’t exactly compelling. It’s also true that they’re good 
enough company, especially when punctuated by sharp, spot-on 
observations of journalism (“They can comment after we pub-
lish”) and Washington life (“Sometimes it seemed as if people in 
their mid-twenties did all the work in D.C.”), informed by the 
author’s own decade reporting in the capital.

Sure, go ahead and pack this for your next long weekend—
it’s fun! That said, it doesn’t really need to make the trip home.

WHO YOU MIGHT BE
Gallagher, Leigh N.
Henry Holt (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-250-81784-6  

Spanning two decades and a conti-
nent, this novel traces the consequences 
of rash decisions made in youth.

It’s 1997 in Southern California. 
When 14-year-olds Meghan and Judy 
sneak away to find Cassie—supposedly 

a model—whom they’ve grown to adore in a chat room, their 
disappointing mothers barely notice their daughters’ absences. 
This parental neglect and the girls’ lack of cellphones add a note 
of terror to what happens next. Cassie isn’t home, but her senile 
great-aunt is, and she locks Meghan and Judy in Cassie’s bed-
room. In alternating chapters, a third-person narrator relates 
the girls’ plight—to amuse themselves in captivity, they read 
Cassie’s diary—and Cassie’s story. Cassie seems unaware that 
visitors were coming and has embarked on a bus journey from 
California to find her own disappointing mother in a Nevada 
commune. All of this happens in the first of the novel’s three 
parts, which function almost as separate novellas. The sec-
ond follows brothers Miles and Caleb, whose wealthy family 
moves from San Francisco, where 14-year-old Miles was secretly 
involved with a male friend, to Detroit, where much-older 
Caleb gets involved in the city’s underground graffiti scene via 
a fellow skateboarder named Tez. Soon Caleb ropes Miles into 
the dangerous fun. This portion of the book, set in 1996, culmi-
nates in a series of events that shed unflattering light on Caleb’s 
character. The third portion of the book, set in 2016 New York, 
asks whether former sinners change. Caleb is dating Judy, who 
now goes by Jude. As the action opens, Jude’s mother, Bonnie, 
is flying east to visit her daughter and finally make amends for 
her alcoholism and toxic relationships, which stained Judy’s 
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childhood. To say too much about what happens over the 
course of her four-day visit would spoil the book, which ties up 
many (though not all) dangling plot threads. There are a few too 
many characters for comfort: Meghan, Cassie, Miles, and Tez all 
get outsized attention given their secondary roles in the arc of 
the novel. Until Part 3, it is unclear who will matter, and it can 
be disappointing when beloved figures are forgotten. Still, the 
prose is good, the plot progresses at a satisfying clip, and the 
characters are endearingly flawed (except for Judy/Jude, whose 
only moral flaw is having a bad mother, lover, and friend). Gal-
lagher writes meaningfully about the intergenerational impacts 
of addiction, abuse, and sexual violence.

An earnest novel about the insecurities of adolescence and 
the impossibility of escaping one’s past.

SIX DAYS IN ROME
Giacco, Francesca
Grand Central Publishing (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5387-0642-8  

Mourning the end of a relationship 
by taking—alone—the birthday-cele-
bration vacation booked when she was 
part of a couple, a 30-something woman 
reaches a turning point.

In her discursive debut, Giacco 
introduces a self-absorbed central character whose musings 
and interactions during the eponymous period are offered as a 
life-changing pivot. Emilia has arrived in the Eternal City still 
under the shadow of her “past-tense love,” following the plans 
she and Michael had made before he revealed, after a year and a 
half together, that he had been married all along and now wants 
to give the marriage another go. Emilia believed she loved 
Michael but also comments: “The longer I was with him, the 

“Upscale escapism as beautiful people in a 
sensuous city bare and share.”

six days in rome



more uncertain I became, transforming myself accordingly. I 
adopted so much of what he loved and hated and rejected and 
valued, became some version of myself that existed in relation 
to him.” Now liberated from this self-subordination, she is free 
to wander the streets indulgently, thinking about herself, her 
family, her memories, her time with Michael, and her impres-
sions of Rome (heavy on the booze, fountains, churches, olives, 
espressos, and pizza). Planning a picnic in a park, she bumps 
into attractive American architect John and quickly finds dis-
traction from her romantic past with a new romantic present. 
But John has a larger function than mere lover. He asks ques-
tions about Emilia’s father—a famous singer/songwriter who of 
course has influenced his daughter’s attitude toward men. This 
burrowing will lead Emilia to acknowledgements—“You never 
took me seriously, I never even had a chance” (addressed both 
to Michael and to her father)—and new possibilities. Giacco’s 
slender, elegant, yet detached story assumes engagements with 
privileged Emilia and her point of view, yet those connections 
may be less than certain in a tale that seems more glossy than 
groundbreaking.

Upscale escapism as beautiful people in a sensuous city 
bare and share.

DIARY OF A FILM 
Govinden, Niven
Deep Vellum (228 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-646051-80-9  

Jangly nerves, obsessive ruminations, 
and a chance encounter lead a renowned 
film director toward unsettling develop-
ments and an unexpected epiphany.

This taut, allusive, and illuminating 
novel explores creativity and receptiv-
ity—the processes through which we 

make art and experience it. The unnamed narrator is a throwback 
auteur, one of the last who still shoots on film and protects the 
integrity of his vision against marketplace pressures and outside 
influence. With affection and respect, he is called “maestro” by 
all, including his cast and his longtime production collaborators. 
The novel concerns his return to an Italian film festival with his 
highly anticipated adaptation of William Maxwell’s novel The 
Folded Leaf. Among those joining him are actors Lorien and Tom, 
whom he generally calls “the boys” and whose careers will likely 
receive huge boosts from the reception the film is expected to 
receive. Yet the director is all jitters, unsure of that reception and 
of what he will do next. He takes refuge in an espresso bar, where 
he encounters a woman who recognizes him and who proceeds 
to tell (and show) him a story that will pervade the novel and, he 
eventually comes to hope, become his next film. With psycholog-
ical acuity, the novel shows the subtle changes in their relation-
ship, in his relationship with his two main actors (who have fallen 
in love after their roles in his movie brought them together), and 
in his love for and dependence on his husband and their young 
son, who remain at home while he is at the festival but are very 
much present in his mind. The result is a novel about a film, about 
a filmmaker who has adapted a novel, and about a piece of visual 
art and the tragic story behind it that the filmmaker fixates upon 
as his next project.

A slow fuse leads to a climactic flashpoint, putting all sorts 
of notions about life and art into fresh perspective.

SIERRA SIX
Greaney, Mark
Berkley (528 pp.) 
$17.79  |  Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-593-09899-8  

In the 11th entry in the Gray Man series, 
Gentry unexpectedly faces an old foe.

Courtland Gentry joins Golf Sierra, 
the counterterror team led by Zack High-
tower. Gentry is the new Six, or point 
man. The last two Sixes were KIA—“It 
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sucked to be the Six.” So the team expects the same fate for the 
new guy. Chapters alternate between 12 years ago and the pres-
ent, with harrowing violence and high stakes in both. One bad 
man connects the two threads: The Golf Sierra team’s current 
antagonist is Murad Khan, aka Pasha the Kashmiri. The new 
Six must learn how to work with a team because he’s used to 
killing on his own. Gentry’s CIA code name is Violator, but he’s 
also known as the Gray Man. In the present, Khan is thought to 
be dead until he and Gentry spot each other while the Pakistani 
plans mass murder of non-Muslims. Gentry has insanely good 
fighting skills combined with luck and a powerful desire to off 

“assholes who so richly deserved to die.” He tells Hightower that 
“I don’t have a death wish. I have a kill wish.” And oh, does the 
lad get his wish. Both threads have a strong, brave, and appeal-
ing woman, and our hero is attracted to both. Alas, Six is too 
busy for sex. So many bad guys, so little time. Greaney has cre-
ated a great series character who channels his murderous urges 
into where they’re most needed (overseas) and leaves the rest 
of us alone. Gentry brims with self-confidence, such as when 
he pilots his team over a rugged mountain range in a helicopter 

he’s not qualified to fly. Those are some of the hairiest, scari-
est scenes, along with a deadly high-rise battle in the middle of 
Mumbai monsoon winds.

Over-the-top thrills. Greaney never disappoints.

FRUITING BODIES
Harlan, Kathryn
Norton (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-324-02122-3  

A debut collection that mingles the 
magical and uncanny with signs of global 
warning.

These coming-of-age stories about 
young women are sometimes set against 
a backdrop of climate change, some-

times in altered magical worlds. Because we live in an age in 
which rising temperatures and raging wildfires, significant loss 

“Original, deftly told stories that chart coming-of-age 
in perilous times for our planet.”

fruiting bodies
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of biodiversity, and monster storms worry the line between 
what used to seem impossible and our new reality, this mix of 
genres is potent. In “Endangered Animals,” the disappearing 
glaciers in Glacier National Park are both a destination for a 
young woman and her ex-girlfriend on a road trip together 
and the perfect metaphor for the painful thaw of their dying 
affection. In “Algal Bloom,” a lake poisoned by algae during an 
uncharacteristically hot summer is a temptation for the slightly 
rebellious almost 13-year-old narrator and her best friend while 
also capturing the murkiness of the narrator’s desires—the 
peril of feelings she’s not quite old enough to name. Elsewhere, 
in “Fruiting Bodies,” a woman sprouts mushrooms from her 
body, which her lover gently harvests and cooks into elaborate 
meals, an act both nurturing and parasitic—and almost possible 
in some dystopic future. Harlan crafts gorgeous prose; in her 
hands, even the dirty work of maggots, using “their hooked 
mouths to spoon up the body’s liquids,” becomes something 
beautiful. Her stories twist away from expected endings—as in 

“Hunting the Viper-King,” in which the narrator’s father’s hunt 
for a mythical snake both is and isn’t as crazy as it seems—and 

offer nuanced emotional insights. A few stories miss the mark 
when the magic fails to become emotionally resonant (“Is This 
You?”) or the characters feel thin, like ideas in service to inven-
tive plots (“Fiddler, Fool Pair”).

Original, deftly told stories that chart coming-of-age in 
perilous times for our planet.

THE LOCAL
Hartstone, Joey
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-385-54781-9  

A Texas patent lawyer gets embroiled 
in a murder trial in this debut novel.

The small city of Marshall, in east-
ern Texas, has for years been a favored 
venue for intellectual-property trials, the 
kind of cases in which the narrator, law-

yer James Euchre, has thrived. In the book’s well-paced open-
ing, Euchre is retained for a new patent lawsuit, his client has 
a violent in-court episode after an adverse ruling by a judge 
who’s been Euchre’s mentor, and police arrest the client after 
the judge is murdered. Euchre is the genre’s typically troubled, 
brooding quasi-underdog, a heavy drinker overshadowed by a 
famous lawyer father and struggling with his first murder trial. 
In this area he gets help and a little romance from one of the 
book’s rare women, a former prosecuting attorney. For welcome 
glints of humor, there’s Euchre’s investigator, a wisecracking 
gay woman known as The Leg for her place-kicking prowess. 
For trademark humor, intellectual-property lawyers lunch at 
a place called Central Perks, recalling the Friends coffee shop. 
Hartstone, who has written screenplays for film (Shock and Awe) 
and TV (The Good Fight), displays a sure hand with the pointed 
adversarial dialogue that fuels legal thrillers. He builds a nice 
level of tension in Euchre’s efforts to cope with an abrasive, 
evasive client and in the lawyer’s legal missteps and local feuds, 
even combining the two when Euchre goes after a man who 
once dated his wife. The courtroom scenes have some standout 
moments, but much of the action is elsewhere, in the Euchre 
team’s detective work. Through all this, Hartstone weaves two 
themes, of which one, about small towns and their secrets, was 
well worn in Harper Lee’s time and doesn’t add much heft here. 
The other concerns fathers and sons, which Hartstone sustains 
well through several relevant variations.

A generally impressive first outing from a talented writer.



THE TWILIGHT WORLD 
Herzog, Werner
Trans. by Michael Hofmann
Penguin Press (144 pp.) 
$25.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-49026-6  

Stunning tale of obsession unto mad-
ness by a master of that narrow but fruit-
ful genre.

Recall director Herzog’s film Aguirre, 
The Wrath of God (1972), and you’ll have 
a key to this story, whose details he calls 

“factually correct”—mostly. In Tokyo to stage a production of 
Chushingura in 1997, Herzog declines an opportunity to speak 
with the emperor and instead asks to see Hiroo Onoda, a Japa-
nese commando who hid on a Philippine island from 1944 until 
1974. Herzog tells Onoda’s tale from the beginning, when the 
psychologically remote sentinel had a few companions. One 
was captured early on and two were killed, all well after the war 

had ended. Onoda, though, was convinced that the war was 
ongoing since year after year vast armadas of American ships 
and airplanes came by—though bound for Korea and then, a 
decade later, Vietnam. “Our tasks are to remain invisible, to 
deceive the enemy, to be ready to do seemingly dishonorable 
things while keeping safe in our hearts the warrior’s honor,” 
Onoda exhorts, sure that the leaflets and broadcasts direct-
ing him and his troops to surrender are all “just a trick to lure 
them out of their jungle fastness.” Three decades after the war 
ended, a young Japanese student named Suzuki—whose goal 
after having ferreted out Onoda is to find a yeti and then a giant 
panda—strikes a deal: If he returns with the commander who 
had ordered Onoda to remain on Lubang, then Onoda will sur-
render. What happens next has the bittersweet dimension that 
is another Herzog trademark, marked by graceful prose: Onoda 
becomes a rancher in Brazil, and among the cows and away 
from people, “he knows he is where he is.” 

Herzog fans will hope for a film to come. Meanwhile, this 
evocation of loyalty to a lost cause serves beautifully.
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“Stunning tale of obsession unto madness by a master 
of that narrow but fruitful genre.”

the twilight world
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OUT OF THE CLEAR 
BLUE SKY 
Higgins, Kristan
Berkley (496 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-33532-1  

A woman gets revenge—and a whole 
new life—when her husband announces 
he’s leaving her the day before their son 
graduates from high school.

Lillie Silva is heartbroken that her 
only son, Dylan, is about to graduate from high school and 
leave their home in Cape Cod to attend college all the way in 
Montana. But she knows she’ll still be plenty busy—she has a 
wonderful job as a nurse midwife, family nearby (even if they 
have their problems), and, best of all, she’s about to surprise her 
husband, Brad, with a trip to Europe. But when Brad takes her 
out to dinner the night before Dylan’s graduation, it’s not to cel-
ebrate raising their wonderful son—it’s to tell her he wants a 
divorce because he’s in love with Melissa Finch, a much younger 
woman who recently moved to town. Lillie had dreamed of han-
dling her son’s departure by commiserating with the only other 
person who really understood—but now she’ll be spending all 
her time alone. With a lot of free time on her hands, Lillie starts 
playing small pranks on Brad—like, for example, unleashing a 
skunk in his new home. It’s not all laughs, though—Lillie feels 
a deep grief over the loss of the life she had, one with a devoted 
husband, family holidays, and all the little routines she thought 
would last forever. She also mourns the daughter she delivered 
stillborn years ago and imagines how much less lonely her life 
would be if that daughter had lived. As she adjusts to being on 
her own, Lillie starts to reconnect with people from her past—
including her former classmate Ben Hallowell, who was behind 
the wheel in a car accident that nearly ended Lillie’s life. And 
when she befriends Ophelia, Melissa’s niece (who lives with 
her), Lillie realizes that life still has plenty of surprises in store. 
Higgins manages to address a plethora of tough topics, includ-
ing infertility and sexual assault, and give them the respect they 
deserve while also crafting a story that’s full of hope. With a 
blend of humor and poignancy reminiscent of Nora Ephron’s 
Heartburn, Lillie’s witty narration never obscures the very real 
devastation that she feels as the family she loved breaks apart.

A beautifully told blend of grief, hope, and humor that 
showcases Higgins at her best.

LUCIE YI IS NOT A ROMANTIC
Ho, Lauren
Putnam (416 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-42226-7  

Desperate for a baby, a single woman 
attempts to find a partner through a web-
site for potential co-parents—but when 
feelings develop, things get complicated.

Lucie Yi knows she wants a child, 
but her journey to parenthood has 

been bumpy. After having a miscarriage, she suffers another 
devastating blow when her boyfriend cheats on her. She flees 
Singapore to work in New York City, where she can deal with 
her grief far away from reminders of her old life. But with her 
biological clock ticking louder and louder, Lucie knows she 
needs to act fast if she wants the baby she’s always dreamed 
of. The dating pool isn’t offering any potential fathers, but 
then she discovers Co-Family.com, a platform that one of her 
friends describes as “Tinder for would-be parents.” A pla-
tonic co-parenting situation is just what Lucie wants—she 
can’t deal with another heartbreak. When she meets Col-
lin, she knows he’ll make the perfect father for her child. 
He’s willing to move to Singapore, where she wants to raise 
their child, and best of all, she doesn’t have any pesky feel-
ings for him. But when she gets pregnant and they make 
the move back to her home country, things get complicated. 
Because of the intense social stigma around unwed moth-
ers in Singapore, Lucie and Collin have to tell her parents 
that they’re going to get married. And then Lucie’s cheating 
ex, Mark, shows up. He claims he’s changed and wants to be 
together, but spending so much time with Collin has made 
Lucie realize that she might want other things. Should Lucie 
take the unconventional path with Collin and risk screwing 
up their platonic co-parenting situation, or should she fall 
into the safe comfort of Mark’s arms? Ho delicately balances 
grief, romance, and humor. There are many laugh-out-loud 
lines (including Lucie’s thoughts as her body changes dur-
ing pregnancy), but Lucie’s sorrow over what she lost—both 
a baby and her imagined future—always rings true. This is 
best shown in a particularly touching scene in which Lucie 
attends a support group for grieving parents.

A beautiful exploration of both grief and romance starring 
a lovably hilarious heroine.



THE LONG ANSWER 
Hogeland, Anna
Riverhead (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-41813-0  

Anna Hogeland, a 30-year-old preg-
nant writer who shares the author’s name, 
chronicles the often unspoken fears and 
desires of the mothers and would-be 
mothers in her life.

When Anna’s sister, Margot, with 
whom she’s always had a fraught relationship, calls to tell her 
she’s had a miscarriage before Anna even knew she was preg-
nant, it sets off a series of conversations among sisters, close 
friends, and even strangers in Irvine, California; Anchorage, 
Alaska; and various points in between about the “closed grief ” 
of pregnancy loss. Then, when things seem to take a turn for the 
worse in Anna’s own pregnancy, her newfound empathy is put 
to the test: Will she emerge strengthened by this experience 

or as a diminished version of her former self? An introspective, 
psychologically astute, and engaging debut, this novel delves 
into territory that is rarely explored in fiction: the raw and dev-
astating costs and painful choices that women face when a new 
life ends before it can begin. For fans of Rachel Cusk’s Outline or 
Claire Vaye Watkins’ I Love You but I’ve Chosen Darkness, here is 
a heart-rending tale that blurs the line between fiction and real-
ity. In tight, unassuming prose, Hogeland unravels a complex 
web of stories about other women’s lives, the stories they tell 
her about their own pregnancies and families, as Anna (the nar-
rator) attempts to pinpoint which parts are true and which are 
false. At a critical moment we realize that the story she’s telling 
and retelling about these other women is, in fact, the one she 
has been trying to avoid, the one that wasn’t ever supposed to 
end up in these pages: her own story. “This was never supposed 
to be part of this novel,” she writes.

A startling meditation on grief and family and betrayal and 
the stories we tell about ourselves.
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“A startling meditation on grief and family and betrayal 
and the stories we tell about ourselves.”

the long answer



ONE’S COMPANY 
Hutson, Ashley
Norton (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-393-86664-3  

A woman obsessed with the show 
Three’s Company wins the lottery and rep-
licates the world of the sitcom to live in.

Bonnie Lincoln is a Three’s Company 
superfan: She’s got multiple copies of 
all 172 episodes of the beloved 1970s TV 

show as well as small items of memorabilia: T-shirts, tickets to 
tapings. She can’t afford much living in a trailer and working at 
Scheele’s Market, a mom-and-pop grocery owned by the family 
of her best friend, Krystal. But when Bonnie buys a ticket for a 
record-setting lottery and then emerges as the sole winner, she 
knows immediately what she’ll do with the money: buy an enor-
mous parcel of land and set to work replicating every last detail, 
to the food in the cupboards, of the Three’s Company environment. 
No one, not even Krystal, knows all the details or the depth 
of Bonnie’s obsession: “Other people can ruin a dream,” Bon-
nie muses, “just by knowing it.” Hutson swings back and forth 
between the building of Bonnie’s obsessive and isolated fantasy 
and her life before, uncovering the forces in her past—first the 
death of her father by suicide, then the death of her mother a few 
years later, and finally a horrifying trauma suffered by both her 
and Krystal—that led Bonnie to turn so wholly away from the 
real world and into the sun-soaked nostalgia of a sitcom. Hutson 
is far too smart, though, to turn Bonnie into an easy case study on 
the effects of trauma; Bonnie is both self-aware and resolute that 
her turn away from the world is justified. Hutson’s prose, too, is 
as cleareyed and convincing as the novel’s premise is farcical. But, 
as Bonnie reminds us, “Farce punishes everyone eventually.” 

Looks at trauma, wealth, and infatuation through a star-
tlingly original lens.

PATIENCE IS A 
SUBTLE THIEF 
Ishola-Ayodeji, Abi
HarperVia (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-06-311691-7  

Old-fashioned romance and street-
level crime are woven into a coming-of-
age saga set amid the political turmoil of 
early 1990s Nigeria.

The title of Ishola-Ayodeji’s captivat-
ing debut novel is something of a double-entendre, as it refers 
to both the heroine’s first name and her vexing state of being. 
Patience Adewale is an 18-year-old U.S.–born Nigerian student 
living in the city of Ibadan with her stern, domineering, and 
politically influential father, who demands two things of her: 
that she get her accounting degree from the University of Lagos 
and that she stop asking him (or anybody else) about the specific 

whereabouts of her birth mother, Folami, whom he banished to 
America. Growing up wealthy, sheltered, and insulated from the 
grimmer realities of Nigerian society, Patience believes her true 
destiny has been to make and design clothes in the U.S. and is 
willing to do whatever it takes to locate her mom and fulfill her 
ambition. She arrives in Lagos convinced that she won’t find what 
she wants in a classroom and instead makes her way to the seam-
ier side of town to reconnect with Kash, her ne’er-do-well cousin, 
who engages in petty crimes with his roommate, Emeka. They 
share their living space with Emeka’s handsome, smarter brother, 
Chike, an upstanding, hardworking motorcycle taxi driver unable 
to find work worthy of his university degree in petroleum sci-
ence. Chike is far more interested in Patience (and the feeling is 
mutual) than he is in pulling scams with his brother. Yet Emeka 
and Kash persuade Patience and Chike to help them separate a 
million Nigerian naira (about $2,400) from a local bank with a 
phony check. Though Chike’s dead-set against the plan, a wary-
but-game Patience overcomes her own jittery reservations and 
carries out the masquerade required of her for the con, so badly 
is she wanting to leave home. (“The irony,” she reflects at one 
point, “needing to do something unlike herself to actually find 
herself.”) But one big score isn’t enough for Kash and Emeka, and 
as both Patience and Chike become more exasperated in their 
efforts to realize their dreams through conventional means, the 
deeper involved all four become in bigger and riskier illegalities. 
All this personal struggle takes place within the backdrop of the 
1993 presidential election aimed at setting Nigeria on course for 
a democratic government after years of military rule. Ishola-Ayo-
deji is deft, shrewd, sometimes witty, and always observant about 
the social, economic, and political obstacles to Nigerians wishing 
only to live honorably and decently.

A poignant, revealing, and rueful tale of how much the 
political can affect the personal.

NEVER BEEN KISSED
Janovsky, Timothy
Sourcebooks Casablanca (288 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-72825-058-8  

To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before meets 
Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda in 
this breezy LGBTQ+ romance.

For movie buff Wren Roland, the 
perfect kiss-before-the-credits scene has 
a foolproof formula: the right place, the 

right moment, and the right person. Unlike his sociable best 
friends, Avery and Mateo, the 22-year-old recent college graduate 
has never been kissed. Aside from plenty of on-screen kissing les-
sons from Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan, the closest Wren’s lips have 
come to another boy’s amounts to a series of four “Pre-Coming-
Out-Almost-Kisses,” the memories of which he preserves safely 
in an email folder labeled “Tentacle Porn.” Instead of wallowing 
in what could have been, Wren looks forward to his eighth sum-
mer in a row working at Wiley’s Drive-In, a historical gem in his 
hometown of Willow Valley, Pennsylvania. As the new manager, 
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Wren plans to help his boss, Earl, keep the establishment afloat 
by tracking down reclusive local movie director Alice Kelly for 
a special showing of her one and only film, which hasn’t been 
seen in years. Then a drunken email fiasco disrupts Wren’s well-
planned summer when he accidentally sends out the four letters 
he wrote to his almost-kisses, including Derick Haverford, his 
high school best friend, who ghosted him. As luck would have it, 
Derick is returning to Willow Valley as Wiley’s social media mar-
keting intern. Thrown together in an attempt to save the drive-
in and Alice Kelly’s directorial reputation, Wren comes to learn 
that maybe the real thing is even better than the movies. While 
Janovsky’s debut is slightly predictable and many of the charac-
ters are prone to over-the-top dramatics, there’s a light, airy feel-
ing to the book that’s not unlike watching your favorite comfort 
film. Wren’s personal qualms prove relatable and sincere, as when 
he struggles to define himself as anything other than queer until 
realizing he’s demisexual, and readers will enjoy accompanying 
him on his early-20s journey.

A debut that’s as sweet as the Junior Mints at your favorite 
movie theater.

ALL THE LOVERS IN 
THE NIGHT 
Kawakami, Mieko
Trans. by Sam Bett & David Boyd
Europa Editions (224 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-60945-699-3  

The acclaimed author of Breasts and 
Eggs (2020) and Heaven (2021) surprises 
again in this thoughtful book about 
women, loneliness, and relationships.

After seeing how miserable she looks 
in a reflection in a shop window, Fuyuko Irie, a freelance copy edi-
tor in her mid-30s, decides to enrich her solitary life. She begins 
by taking up drinking, which loosens her up and makes social 
interactions easier. Then she decides she should take a class at 
the local culture center, but after two attempts, she still doesn’t 
manage to register. Both times she goes to sign up for a class, she 
meets a man named Mitsutsuka in the lobby as a result of a mishap 

“An unforgettable and masterful work.”
all the lovers in the night



Sandra Wagner-Wright has an outlook on history 
that has served her well, first as a professor of women’s 
and global history at the University of Hawaii and now 
as an author of historical fiction, most recently Saxon 
Heroines: A Nor thumbrian Novel (2021). “I used to tell my 
classes that basically, history is gossip about dead peo-
ple,” she says. “Once I said that, I had their attention. 
History is a lot of fun, but it’s not fun if you just make 
people memorize things.”

Since retiring in 2010 and beginning to write full 
time, Wagner-Wright has put that definition to good 
use as an author, first with Rama’s Labyrinth: A Biograph-
ical Novel (2015), then with Two Coins: A Biographical 
Novel (2020), a finalist for the Independent Audiobook 
Awards and the Chanticleer International Book Awards.

Both of those books are set in the 19th century, 
while Saxon Heroines is set in seventh-century England, 
but they all have something in common: strong women 
characters. Six women—all real figures from history—
take turns narrating Saxon Heroines, which covers the 
years 624 to 706. Kirkus Reviews calls it “a captivating 
account of the lives of extraordinary women in perilous 
times” and says Wagner-Wright “thoughtfully captures 
the religious conflicts of the time and the ways in which 
they feed into political and territorial ones.”

The book was borne of a trip to Whitby Abbey, a 
seventh-century Christian monastery overlooking the 
North Sea and a fixture in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Wag-
ner-Wright was taken with the story of Hildeburg of 
Whitby, a Christian saint and the founding abbess at the 
monastery at Whitby.

“I did a program for the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, and I became drawn to the image that pre-
sented of Abbess Hild,” Wagner-Wright says, referring 
to the historically shortened name for Hildeburg. “Her 
claim to notoriety was that because there was a great 
synod, or church meeting, at Whitby in 664 when the 
Venerable Bede was compiling names of English people, 
she got her name in there.”

For Wagner-Wright, the story of Hildeburg was in-
triguing, and the fact that she knew very little beyond 
the basics became a challenge for someone who prides 
herself on  her research. “The type of writing I do is very 
much based on real people who were kind enough to 
leave some kind of evidence, and what they don’t leave, 
I have professional permission to fill it in any way that 
fits for me,” she says. “I always want to be true to the 
people as I understand them rather than [change them 
to] what I need them to be.”

But other than her characters’ names and the barest 
of historical details, there was not a lot to go on for the 
author. “When you [are researching] the seventh centu-
ry, there aren’t a lot of documents,” Wagner-Wright says. 

Sandra W
agner-W

right

An epic historical novel relates history from the women’s points of view
BY ALEC HARVEY

S a n d r a  Wa g n e r -Wr i g h t 
[ S p o n s o r e d ]



That meant multiple trips to Whitby Abbey, research at 
the British Museum, and studying reports of archaeo-
logical digs, both at the abbey and in the British port 
town of Hartlepool.

“Slowly, I began to see that there was a really good 
story there,” she says. Even more so, it was a good sto-
ry with strong women at the forefront of history. Text-
books may not have seen them as heroines, but Wagner-
Wright did. “When I sit down to write, I always have 
this question: I have this material, and I have my people, but 
whose story is it, really?” she says. “It wasn’t just [Abbess] 
Hild’s story. In my view, it was more of a female-energy 
type of story. Hild is the primary thread, but she’s not 
the primary character.”

Saxon Heroines is framed by Hildeburg’s life, begin-
ning with her as a rambunctious child and ending af-
ter her death. Along the way, we’re introduced to other 
women (and men) of the time period, including Abbess 
Hild’s fellow narrators, all women. Wagner-Wright uses 
vivid but understandable language throughout, as in this 
bit of narration from the abbess, in her 20s, assessing 
her status after her father is killed and his uncle, King 
Edwin, begins to raise her:

Our family’s misfortune brought back the 
princes my uncle drove out of Northumbria 
when he returned from King Redwald’s court. 
King Edwin said he ruled by Woden’s luck. Lat-
er, he gave credit to God. But he was only a small 
piece in a cosmic struggle. When gods dispute, 
kings die. Edwin’s princes are dead; his queen in 
a monastery; his daughter, Enfleda, neither nun 
nor princess; and I am less than that.

Enfleda would later become Queen of Northum-
bria, and Wagner-Wright says she’s her favorite of all the 
characters in Saxon Heroines. “She was a survivor,” the 
author explains. “She was thrown to the wolves of the 
north, as it were, and she managed to do what needed 
to be done. Normally when a king is defeated, pretty 
much everyone in his family is slaughtered, and she got 
through that. Then she was basically dumped in the wil-
derness. I admire all of them for their tenacity, but in 
that sense, she was probably my favorite.”

An inveterate reader, Wagner-Wright says her tastes 
have changed a little bit, from literary and historical fic-
tion to women’s and fantasy fiction. “My research and 
writing are so intense, and those genres are so complete-
ly removed from what I do, it’s almost a guilty pleasure,” 
she says.

Still, she points to Philippa Gregory and Hilary Man-
tel as her favorite writers of historical fiction. “They 
bring in the humanity and the depth and the cares of 
the people they’re writing about,” Wagner-Wright says. 

“Thomas Cromwell is not an attractive person, and Hila-
ry Mantel makes you give a damn. She does it with a deft 
hand. It’s about bringing people to life so that we who 
are so far removed from that time can in some sense ap-
preciate what it was like.”

That’s exactly what Wagner-Wright does when she 
sits down and writes—three or four hours most days—
in her home in Hilo, Hawaii. “I would happily spend 
most of the day writing, but then there’s life,” she says. 

“Life is my husband and our grown children. I tend to do 
life in the mornings and then after lunch I go upstairs 
and write.”

Alec Harvey, former president of the Society for Features 
Journal ism, is a freelance writer based in Alabama.
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that brings them together. Mitsutsuka and Fuyuko begin meet-
ing regularly at a cafe, where they talk about all sorts of things but 
mainly about “the mysteries of light.” While their relationship is 
important to Fuyuko’s development, the women in her life are 
even more important. Through Fuyuko and the women around 
her, Kawakami has created a rich and notable examination of the 
varied ways women choose to live their lives and the gains and 
losses that come with the choices they’ve made. Hijiri is the same 
age as Fuyuko but her total opposite. She’s sex positive, prizes 
her independence, and speaks her mind. Kyoko is the founder of 
her own business, more traditional, and critical of Hijiri’s lifestyle. 
Noriko is in a sexless marriage and loves being a mother, but both 
she and her husband are having affairs. Fuyuko’s indecisiveness, 
of course, results in discontentment. She says of herself, “I had 
faked it the whole way. In all those years of doing whatever I was 
told to do, I had convinced myself that I was doing something 
consequential, in order to make excuses for myself, as I was doing 
right now, and perpetually dismissed the fact that I’d done noth-
ing with my life, glossing over it all.” Kawakami writes with the 
tender and incisive sensibilities of a poet. She never prescribes 
the right way to live, but Fuyuko becomes a happier person 
because of her relationships with others.

An unforgettable and masterful work.

THE BODY BY THE SHORE
Khair, Tabish
Interlink (224 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-62371-846-6  

Beware the fungus among us.
After attending an academic semi-

nar, a group of scientists, all prominent 
in their various fields, suffer career set-
backs and share an alarming tendency to 
die in peculiar accidents. This interdisci-

plinary group had met to explore a radical new theory recast-
ing the conventional understanding of the nature of human life: 
What if the unique ability of Homo sapiens to think abstractly 
is the result of space-borne symbiotic microbes? As a sinister 
network of intelligence operatives maneuver to leverage this 
information, a frightened young Caribbean woman trapped 
on a decommissioned oil rig, a retired Danish policeman, and 
a former covert operative are drawn into the conspiracy as they 
struggle to puzzle out the strange circumstances confronting 
them. Khair’s cerebral thriller, set in a pandemic-ravaged near 
future, borrows liberally from the Michael Crichton playbook, 
animating classic suspense tropes with heady scientific specula-
tion and dire warnings regarding the hubris of humans tamper-
ing with forces beyond their control. Khair centers the action 
in Denmark, cannily exploiting the country’s tidy, homogenous 
reputation to make trenchant observations about the unpre-
dictable long-term effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, a leitmotif 
that elegantly underscores the frequent authorial disquisitions 
on the mutative powers of microscopic organisms. The story’s 
real strength, however, lies in the shifting perspectives of his 

vividly realized characters, from the smart, resourceful woman 
stranded at sea to the reflexively racist but fundamentally decent 
old cop to the sophisticated and formidable secret agent; each 
is a fully dimensional and compelling point-of-view character, 
and their wildly divergent backgrounds and worldviews allow 
Khair to approach the novel’s questions about human nature 
from a variety of intriguing angles.

Familiar territory navigated with intelligence and grace.

BELLE GREENE 
Lapierre, Alexandra
Trans. by Tina Kover
Europa Editions (480 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-60945-758-7  

In this fictionalization of a true story, 
a young Black woman named Belle da 
Costa Green passes for White and rises 
to become the first director of J.P. Mor-
gan’s library.

In this extensively researched histori-
cal novel, we see Belle from the time she’s a young woman born 
Belle Greener, daughter of the first Black man to graduate from 
Harvard. After he abandons his family, Belle makes a pact with 
her mother and siblings to change their surname and pass for 
White. They swear secrecy. None will have children, for fear of 
being found out: “Six irrevocably intertwined fates, and if any one 
of them were to fall short, it would bring the others down with 
it.” Brilliant, bookish, and unsentimental, Belle gets a job at the 
Princeton library, where she meets Junius Spencer Morgan and 
eventually finds her way to his uncle J.P., who’s looking for some-
one to oversee his new project. Belle’s literary expertise helps her 
secure Morgan’s trust, and he rewards her with the responsibil-
ity of shaping the library’s collection. Belle closes herself off to 
thoughts of her heritage or her former life. Her focus on success 
remains singular. Morgan is mercurial and possessive. Belle is for-
midable. She’s torn by twin feelings: “the intoxication of feeling 
herself to be free, and the frustration of having to submit to the 
tyranny of her master.” Eventually, Morgan sends her to Europe 
to bid on items at auction; the library is entirely hers to shape. 
Yet she’s aware at all times that she has “a career based entirely 
on the protection of an individual more rich and powerful than 
[herself].” Tension builds as Belle tries to avoid losing the career 
that supports her family. As she tries to outbid the other collec-
tors of the day in a new world that’s full of wealth and eager to 
grab up the world’s treasures, she presents a carefully shaped 
persona. She adopts a new background because she believes it’s 
the only way to succeed in a broken system. Passing for White 
puts Belle’s life at risk every day. She’s consumed by the library 
and her secret; scenes with her real-life historical counterparts 
are fleshed out with dialogue drawn from primary sources such as 
letters. Occasionally these conversations feel stilted, but Belle’s 
story is so exceptional that readers won’t mind.

An engaging story about a brilliant woman who risks 
everything.



SO HAPPY FOR YOU
Laskey, Celia
Hanover Square Press (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-335-42690-1  

Society’s obsession with unwed women 
leads to destruction.

From the first line of Laskey’s novel, 
readers may wonder if they’re dealing 
with hyperbole or horror: “If you want 
to know the story of how my best friend 

and I ended up trying to kill each other, I should probably start 
with the night she asked me to be her maid of honor.” Robin 
Hawkins, a queer Brooklyn woman in her early 30s, is writing 
her Ph.D. dissertation on society’s pervasive focus on marriage. 
It’s a time when only 21% of people get married and 76% of 
marriages end in divorce, meaning “fewer people were buying 
houses and having kids, which meant suburbs became ghost 
towns and cities became wildly over-crowded...even though 
Americans were happier than ever….Happiness was not good 
for capitalism or the patriarchy or white supremacy.” Urged by 
her adviser to make her dissertation sexier by adding real-life 
case studies, Robin hesitantly agrees to be the maid of honor at 
her best friend Ellie’s wedding. From there, a series of increas-
ingly sinister events unfolds, spurred on by Ellie’s desperation 
to bring good luck to her wedding and Robin’s growing unrest. 
The bridezilla trope is pretty well played out by now, and Las-
key winks a little too much at The Handmaid’s Tale. Neverthe-
less, Laskey successfully creates an eerie tone for the novel and 
a discomforting closeness between Ellie and Robin, two women 
who share a deep bond forged in adolescence. Ultimately, the 
novel settles into the sweet spot of dystopia: just unrealistic 
enough to feel fantastical but grounded in sufficient reality for 
the reader to pose the question, could this really happen?

An exploration of a friendship brought to the brink.

A BLIND CORNER
Macy, Caitlin
Little, Brown (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-316-43419-5  

These seven stories center around 
women and girls who feel a need to prove 
themselves despite their socio-economic 
advantages or disadvantages, all of which 
make them uncomfortable.

Class is always an issue here. While 
some stories concern girls striving to rise above their mod-
est backgrounds, Macy mostly concentrates on women trying 
to find where they fit now that they’re among the elite. The 
opener, “One of Us,” sets the tone. Insecure young mother 
Frances has never felt quite comfortable among her privileged 
urban peers. Attending a dinner party with her husband in their 
new vacation community, Frances is desperate for acceptance. 

She convinces herself that the other guests’ drinking and lack of 
political correctness are charming until her new friends’ racism 
becomes too blatant to ignore. In the title story, another cou-
ple takes a vacation in Tuscany, where the wife’s insecurity as a 
wealthy traveler ruins her trip. In “Nude Hose” and “The Taker,” 
strange men disrupt smart young women’s planned trajecto-
ries, but only briefly. In “We Don’t Believe in That Crap,” two 
daughters knowingly watch less-than-appreciative reactions to 
their mother’s condescending, if well-intentioned, gestures of 
kindness to the less advantaged; yet the bourgeois discipline 
their parents have instilled in the girls proves valuable during 
an emergency. The collection’s penultimate story, “Residents 
Only,” offers a different yet complementary take on parents and 
children while clearly laying out the book’s themes. A woman 
on a trip to Acapulco with her two young daughters recognizes 
that the control the girls believe she maintains over their lives 
is a facade and that her desire to prove herself as more than just 
another upper-middle-class tourist is doomed even before the 
vacation goes disastrously wrong. In “The Little Rats,” the final 
story, a character comes full circle. A prep school scholarship 
student whose relative poverty becomes more obvious to her 
during a trip to France reappears 30 years later as a successful 
woman in true control of her life.

Macy’s lively, acute voice can edge toward cruelty but ulti-
mately remains good-natured.

THE FALCON
Maldonado, Isabella
Thomas & Mercer (333 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-5420-3562-0  

FBI agent Nina Guerrera goes up 
against the unknown subject who’s kid-
napping and assaulting students at an 
elite Phoenix university.

Soon after Melissa Campbell becomes 
the sixth student at the Arizona Institute 

of Technology to fall victim to a man who follows obsessively 
well-established routines and documents each of his abductions 
with meticulous notes, a task force drawn from the Phoenix PD 
and the FBI discovers the mummified remains of her five pre-
decessors in a cave beneath a city park. That’s not an encour-
aging sign for either Melissa or the authorities. The strain on 
Nina is especially intense, because Bianca Babbage, the whip-
smart teenager she rescued from the streets five years ago and 
took under her wing, is visiting AIT to determine whether she 
should apply there to work with computer scientist Dr. Feld-
man or nanotech implant researcher Dr. Dawson. A tyro could 
see where this plot is headed, but Nina, along with her some-
time partner, Phoenix PD Detective Javier Perez, and FBI Spe-
cial Agents Jeffrey Wade, Kelly Breck, and Jake Kent, is so busy 
leaning on the principal suspect, acting AIT police chief Lt. 
Stan Hazel, that everything the kidnapper does takes the group 
completely by surprise, and the only person capable of getting 
the upper hand on a predator who treats his prey as falcons to 
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be tamed or killed is Bianca. The stakes escalate in a pattern as 
shocking as it is predictable until the unusually noisy climax and 
the interminable wind-down.

Familiar thrills unartfully paced.

LEARNING TO TALK 
Mantel, Hilary
Henry Holt (176 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-250-86536-6  

Reflections on an enigmatic childhood.
In seven deftly crafted stories that 

she calls “autoscopic” rather than autobi-
ographical, two-time Man Booker Prize 
winner Mantel takes a “distant, elevated 
perspective” on her life growing up in 

the English Midlands region. Organized chronologically, most 
of the stories are narrated by a woman evolving an increasingly 
astute perception of her own reality and the truths obscured 
by family myths and lies. “All the tales arose out of questions I 
asked myself about my early years,” Mantel writes in her preface. 

“I cannot say that by sliding my life into a fictional form I was 
solving puzzles—but at least I was pushing the pieces about.” 
They read, then, as lightly fictionalized memoir. In fact, the last 
story, “Giving Up the Ghost,” acknowledges the author’s mem-
oir of the same title, published in 2003. Mantel’s family situa-
tion was peculiar: When she was about 7, her mother moved 
her lover into the house that she shared with her husband. 
For the next four years, Mantel lived with two fathers, aware 
of gossip about her mother’s scandalous behavior. Finally, her 
father left. In “Curved Is the Line of Beauty,” the lover is called 
Jack, with “sunburned skin and muscles beneath his shirt. He 
was your definition of a man, if a man was what caused alarm 
and shattered the peace.” Growing up was hardly peaceful: In 

“Learning To Talk” (“true save one or two real-life details”), the 
13-year-old narrator is sent for elocution lessons, her provincial 
accent seen as a liability: “People were not supposed to worry 
about their accents, but they did worry, and tried to adapt their 
voices—otherwise they found themselves treated with a con-
scious cheeriness, as if they were bereaved or slightly deformed.” 
Mantel’s narrators are melancholy or resentful, misunderstood 
or ignored, vulnerable and cynical. “Mercy,” one observes, “was 
a theory that I had not seen in operation.”

Sharp, unsentimental tales from a writer haunted by her 
past.

MERCURY PICTURES 
PRESENTS
Marra, Anthony
Hogarth (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  July 19, 2022
978-0-451-49520-4  

An ambitious young Italian woman 
makes her way among the émigrés of 
1930s and ’40s Hollywood.

Maria Lagana has come to Los 
Angeles after her father is sentenced to 

confino—internal exile—for his anti-fascist advocacy in Mus-
solini’s Italy. Living with her mother in the Italian American 
neighborhood of Lincoln Heights—also home to a trio of no-
nonsense great-aunts forever dressed in black—Maria finds 
work as a typist at Mercury Pictures International, working in 
the office of studio head Artie Feldman, a fast-talking showman 
with a collection of toupées for every occasion. In time, the let-
ters from her father stop, and Maria becomes an associate pro-
ducer, Artie’s trusted right hand, as well as the secret lover of 
Eddie Lu, a Chinese American actor relegated to roles as Japa-
nese villains. When a young Italian immigrant turns up at her 
door introducing himself as Vincent Cortese, Maria’s past—and 
the mystery of what happened to her father—crashes into her 
present. Like the author’s earlier novels, the award-winning A 
Constellation of Vital Phenomena (2013) and The Tsar of Love and 
Techno (2015), this one builds a discrete world and shows how its 
denizens are shaped—often warped—by circumstance. But the 
Hollywood setting feels overfamiliar and the characters curi-
ously uninvolving. While the prose frequently sings, there are 
also ripely overwritten passages: At a party, the “thunking heels 
of lindy-hopping couples dimpled the boozy air”; fireworks are 
described as a “molten asterisk in the heavens to which the 
body on the ground is a footnote.”

The World War II Hollywood setting is colorful, but it’s 
just a B picture.

POGUEMAHONE
McCabe, Patrick
Biblioasis (600 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-7719-6473-9  

A searing family drama and bitter-
sweet evocation of nostalgia for lost 
youth.

Irish novelist McCabe’s new work 
is a leap beyond his previous accom-
plishments in fiction; a sprawling, epic 

novel in verse, the book builds on the tradition of lyric poetry 
as a method of storytelling, shot through with a postmodern 
Beat sensibility. The tale begins in the present as narrator Dan 
Fogarty arrives at the nursing home where his sister, the mer-
curial Una Fogarty, lives. From there, the narrative quickly 
moves back in time to the early 1970s to a communal house in 

“Sharp, unsentimental tales from a writer haunted by her past.”
learning to talk
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London’s Kilburn district, where the siblings spent their early 
adulthood among an endless parade of flatmates, besotted 
poets, and various other hippies and hangers-on. At the center 
of this bohemian gyre is the Scottish poet Troy McClory, and 
the anything-but-rosy romance between Troy and Una becomes 
something of a leitmotif throughout the story. Swirling around 
this torrid relationship, the book details the siblings’ childhood 
during WWII and their coming-of-age against the backdrop 
of the Vietnam War, while the lingering specters of alcoholism, 
mental illness, and suicide are never far from the margins of the 
text. Despite these bleak themes, the novel is not without its 
share of humor—early ’70s pop-culture references abound, and 
the Joycean linguistic play is a pleasure to read. Structurally, the 
book is a marvel; McCabe’s inventive use of enjambment and 
stanza layout push the boundaries of what is possible in narra-
tive storytelling. The vernacular, drunken verse format may be 
daunting at first, but after a few pages the narrative develops 
a hypnotic rhythm, as if one is sitting on a barstool listening 
to the narrator unspool his story over a pint (or three). At this 
point, the reader has merely to hang on and enjoy the ride.

A moving saga of youth, age, and memory—by turns ach-
ingly poetic, knowingly philosophical, and bitterly funny.

THE WILD ONE
McKeegan, Colleen
Harper/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-06-306-180-4  

Three young women who witnessed 
a death at summer camp when they were 
kids come together to try to keep the 
real events behind the death a secret.

Amanda, Catherine, and Meg: three 
women who last saw one another more 

than 10 years earlier. All have kept the secret of how a man died 
at Camp Catalpa that year, until Amanda slipped and decided 
to tell her boyfriend, Jackson, because true love means know-
ing all the parts of a person, she believes. Amanda—always a 
follower and sidekick, desperate for acceptance by the queen 
bees among her peers—is now a graduate student in cognitive 
psychology in New York. Catherine—nerdy, focused, excellent 
at compartmentalizing and not letting the bullies get to her 
despite being picked on—is a graduate student in computer sci-
ence in Boston. Meg—the camp director’s niece and a mystery 
girl at the edges of the camp bubble—is a waitress at a casino. 
Author McKeegan has created two stories in one. “Then” fol-
lows the girls at camp the summer they were 12 along with their 
fellow campers. “Now” follows the women in the current day 
in the aftermath of Amanda’s breaking their pact to keep the 
events of that summer night a secret. The story digs into what 
causes kids who might otherwise be friends to see each other 
as enemies and how even nice kids can lean into becoming bul-
lies in an effort to find their own acceptance. It also touches 
on the emotional turmoil and stress of abuse—both emotional 
and physical—and the long-term effects of unaddressed trauma. 

The book has hints of Tana French and Tara Isabella Burton 
without being as dark.

An engaging thriller that touches on tough topics without 
becoming voyeuristic.

NORA GOES OFF SCRIPT
Monaghan, Annabel
Putnam (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-42003-4  

A romance writer’s successful screen-
play shows her what she really wants out 
of relationships—and life.

When her husband left her, all Nora 
Hamilton felt was relief. A newly single 
mom with two kids and a mortgage, she 

poured her feelings into a screenplay, and, instead of selling it to 
The Romance Channel as she usually does, Hollywood comes 
calling—and they’re going to shoot the movie right in Nora’s 
house. Between school runs and errands, Nora tries not to 
watch actors Naomi Sanchez and Leo Vance, the hottest lead-
ing man in Hollywood, reenacting the end of her marriage in 
her backyard. When production wraps, Nora is ready to have 
her life back only to wake up and find Leo still on her porch. He 
doesn’t seem eager to go back to his own life, so he offers to pay 
her $1,000 a day if he can stay for a week; despite her hesitation, 
Nora could use the money, so she accepts. Now she’s trying to 
live her daily life with a movie star following along at her heels, 
her kids excited but confused, and the other moms at school 
incredibly jealous. And she’s starting to like it. Monaghan takes 
a fairly basic rom-com plot (average person spends time with 
famous person and they fall in love) and flips it on its head by 
making the focus not the love story but the inner growth of the 
heroine, Nora. While Leo is, of course, very important, Nora’s 
discovery of her own needs and desires, especially in contrast to 
the person she had made herself into when married to her ex, is 
the driving force of the narrative. Because the romance isn’t the 
focus of the novel, there is a noticeable lack of scenes showing 
Nora and Leo actually falling in love—a few more could have 
made the second half of the novel stronger, but it’s a happy 
trade for more Nora.

A light romance that’s heavy on self-care and acceptance.

LAPVONA
Moshfegh, Ottessa
Penguin Press (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-30026-8  

A peasant boy gets an introduction to 
civilization, such as it is.

Moshfegh’s gloomy fifth novel is set 
in the medieval village of Lapvona, ruled 
by Villiam, who’s paranoid and cruel 
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when he’s not inept. (For instance, he sends murderous bandits 
into town if he hears of dissent among the farmers.) Marek, a 
13-year-old boy, is becoming increasingly curious about his brut-
ish provenance. He questions whether his mother indeed died 
in childbirth, as his father, Jude, insists. (The truth is more 
complicated, of course.) He struggles to reconcile the disease 
and death he witnesses with the stories of a forgiving God he 
was raised with. His sole source of comfort is Ina, the village 
wet nurse. During the course of the year tracked by the novel, 
Marek finds his way to Villiam, who fills his time with farcical 
and occasionally grotesque behavior. Villiam’s right-hand man, 
the village priest, is comically ignorant about Scripture, and Vil-
liam compels Marek and a woman assistant into some scatologi-
cal antics. The fact that another assistant is named Clod gives 
a sense of the intellectual atmosphere. Which is to say that 
the novel is constructed from familiar Moshfegh-ian stuff: dis-
solute characters, a willful rejection of social norms, the occa-
sional gross-out. At her best, she’s worked that material into 
stark, brilliant character studies (Eileen, 2015) or contemporary 
satires (My Year of Rest and Relaxation, 2018). Here, though, the 
tone feels stiff and the story meanders. The Middle Ages pro-
vide a promising setting for her—she describes a social milieu 
that’s only clumsily established hierarchies, religion, and an 
economy, and she wants us to question whether we’ve evolved 
much beyond it. But the assortment of dim characters and per-
verse delusions does little more than repetitively expose the 
brutality of (as Villiam puts it) “this stupid life.”

A blackhearted but wayward yarn. 

DELE WEDS DESTINY
Obaro, Tomi
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-593-32029-7  

After 30 years, three college friends 
from Nigeria reunite for a daughter’s 
wedding.

As different as they are from each 
other, Enitan, Zainab, and Funmi were 
so closely entwined during their turbu-

lent university years that it’s hard to believe they haven’t been 
together as a threesome since graduation. But Enitan married a 
redheaded Peace Corps volunteer from Connecticut and immi-
grated to the United States, where she’s raised a very American 
daughter. Zainab, the tall, elegant offspring of a Hausa academic, 
married one of her father’s friends and had four sons. Her hus-
band has now suffered an incapacitating series of strokes, and 
she, the only one of the friends who didn’t study nursing, has 
become a full-time caretaker. Funmi, the man-killer of the 
group, is rich, “as in she-has-an-apartment-in-London, shops-
at-Harrods rich, as in she-also-has-a-house-in-Lekki-and-a-
sprawling-compound-in-her-husband’s-village rich. As in...
what-her-husband-does-is-ill-defined-and-definitely-involves-
bribery, but-she-prefers-not-to-think-about-it rich” The occa-
sion of her daughter Destiny’s marriage has roused her from 

a midlife coma of boredom, eager to reassemble her friends, 
invite hundreds of people, and put on the show of the decade. 
The fact that Destiny shares not a whit of her enthusiasm for 
this event? Well, maybe if she ignores it, it will go away. Obaro’s 
debut is a portrait of female friendship that will feel familiar to 
women everywhere, but it is also infused with Nigerian cultural 
specificity: food, clothing, religion, music, and ambient threat. 

“Nigeria unleashed constant reminders of one’s mortality: death 
via traffic accident, a bridge collapse, a plane crash, an especially 
bad case of malaria, a sloppy blood transfusion, a kidnapping 
gone wrong, robbery, stress-induced heart attack, food poison-
ing, an act of black magic, poverty. The ways to die were endless. 
That’s why you had to live, and live ferociously, and often self-
ishly and exploitatively, but Funmi did not worry herself about 
these details....It was best to count your blessings and keep it 
moving.” Perhaps an epilogue could have remedied the abrupt-
ness of the ending, which leaves an awful lot up in the air.

An engrossing read with strong characters and a clear por-
trait of Nigeria then and now.

MEANT TO BE MINE
Orenstein, Hannah
Atria (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-9821-7525-2  

A 29-year-old Brooklyn woman seeks 
love on June 24, 2022, the date her grand-
mother prophesied she’d meet her one 
true love.

Edie Meyer is living life to the full-
est: She has her dream career as a stylist, 

a place of her own in Brooklyn, and the day her grandmother 
foresaw that she’d meet her one true love is finally here. Sure, 
she’d had to break up with Jonah, but she’d met him too early, 
and as much as she adored him, there was no way they could 
last. Theo, a fledgling indie rock star, is the man destined to be 
her one true love because she sat next to him on a plane on the 
day—her day. She’s so happy. Sure, they want different things, 
and he doesn’t believe in marriage, and she wants to settle down 
with a husband, a place in Brooklyn, a car, and two kids. But 
love will come! It’s destined! Her grandmother told her! There 
are three potential love interests in this book: Jonah, who still 
fills Edie’s thoughts; Theo, the gorgeous guy who wants to move 
to California and pursue a career in music; and Bennett, a nerdy, 
hardworking friend of her twin sister’s fiance. Some readers 
will find Edie’s perky narration, superficial introspection, and 
views on love tiresome rather than charming, and the numer-
ous loose ends are distracting. This is a story that gazes with 
wide-eyed longing at love as a state of perfect compatibility and 
acceptance that can be picked up and put down almost at will, 
without really allowing it to be messy or complicated.

A glossy take on love and relationships.



KAIKEYI
Patel, Vaishnavi
Redhook/Orbit (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-759-55733-8  

As mythological women like Circe 
and Ariadne find their ways onto the 
bookshelves, here comes a reimagining 
of Kaikeyi, an interesting antihero.

She was one of the most despised 
queens of Indian mythology, pitting her-

self against the gods in the epic poem the Ramayana. A pivotal 
character, Kaikeyi demands that Rama be sent into exile to 
delay his ascent to the throne. Patel recasts the Ramayana as 
a power struggle between women who want to participate in 
politics and public service and men who would rather they stay 
home, obedient and subservient. Patel begins her novel with 
the wrenching moment when young Kaikeyi, only daughter 
to the king of Kekaya, wakes up to find her mother has been 
banished with no explanation. In her absence, Kaikeyi decides 
to develop herself as a warrior. We feel her pain when her twin 
brother, Yudhajit, tells her she’s more a brother than a sister to 
him: “Don’t take offense. It’s a compliment. Who wants to be 
a woman?” Soon it’s time for her to marry, and her father, who 
rarely speaks to her, demands she wed the childless Dasharath, 
king of Kosala, who lives far away in the city of Ayodhya. She 
agrees to take her place beside Dasharath’s two other wives if 
he promises that it will be her son who will ascend to the throne. 
As she comes of age, Kaikeyi learns in the palace scrolls that she 
has magical powers of connecting to others in a Binding Plane. 
There, she uses invisible strings to deepen her bonds with her 
husband. Then, through an intervention by the gods, the three 
queens give birth to four sons, Kaikeyi’s own being Bharata. She 
develops close relationships with each boy, including the true 
heir to the throne, the great Rama, who calls her ma. The young 
prince is immature, confused by his own divine powers and 
the conservative stewardship of a holy man. Kaikeyi’s desire 
to teach him the consequences of youth and patriarchy leads 
to a showdown between them. Patel’s Kaikeyi is not a spiteful 
woman who wants to place her son Bharata on the throne for 
her own power. Instead, she is afraid of the growing influence of 
godmen in her kingdom. She is a revolutionary who attempts to 
be an equalizing figure, trying to find a balance for her citizens 
in a patriarchal kingdom.

With spellbinding twists and turns, this is a political novel 
and very much a feminist one.

22 SECONDS
Patterson, James & Maxine Paetro
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 2, 2022
978-0-316-49937-8  

Lindsay Boxer faces a ton of trouble 
in the latest entry in Patterson and Pae-
tro’s Women’s Murder Club series.

Senior crime reporter Cindy Thomas 
is writing a biography of Evan Burke, a 
notorious serial killer who sits in solitary 

confinement in San Quentin. She’s kidnapped by thugs wanting 
her to talk about her best friend, Lindsay Boxer, who’s an SFPD 
homicide detective and the story’s main character. San Fran-
cisco has a restrictive new gun law, and gun-totin’ folks every-
where have their boxer shorts in a twist. A national resistance 
movement has formed—Defenders of the Second—whose 
motto is “We will not comply.” They find it outrageous that the 
new law makes it illegal to own a gun that can kill 50 people 
with a single clip. Meanwhile, lots of bodies show up: A young 
girl disappears and is later found dead in a ditch, and ex-cops 
are found dead with their lips stapled shut and “You talk, you 
die” written on their foreheads. An inmate is found hanged in 
prison. And “a massive but unspecified load of military-style 
weaponry was en route from Mexico to the City by the Bay.” In 
a “frustrating, multipronged case,” there’s a harrowing shootout 
memorialized in a video showing “twenty-two of the scariest 
seconds” of Boxer’s life. She’s an appealing series hero with lov-
ing family and friends, but she may arrive at a crossroads where 
she has “to choose between my work and [my] baby girl.” The 
formulaic story has unmemorable writing, but it’s entertaining 
and well told. You probably won’t have to worry about the main 
characters, who have thus far survived 21 adventures. Except for 
the little girl, you can expect people to get what they deserve. 
It’s relatively mild as crime novels go, but the women characters 
are serious, strong, and admirable.

Enjoyable storytelling by two masters of the craft.

THREE
Perrin, Valérie
Trans. by Hildegarde Serle
Europa Editions (512 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-60945-755-6  

A decades-old mystery comes back 
to haunt four childhood friends in this 
dark contemplation on growing up and 
apart.

Set in La Comelle, a small French 
town, the novel centers on three close friends in the 1980s 
and ’90s. Nina, Adrien, and Étienne meet in the fifth grade 
when they’re all assigned to the same dreaded teacher, and they 
quickly become inseparable. Through adolescence and into 
their late teen years, the group sees each other through the 
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highs and lows of growing up. Virginie, a classmate, wants to be 
friends with them as well, but she’s always aware of the differ-
ence between the relationship they have with each other and the 
relationship she has with them. But by the time Virginie, now 
a journalist, moves back to La Comelle in the late 2010s, the 
three have largely lost touch. That changes when a submerged 
car is found in the lake where they once spent time together, a 
discovery that seems connected to the 1994 disappearance of an 
18-year-old girl that haunts the four of them. While the mystery 
of the car and what it might contain is thrilling and heartbreak-
ing, the real power of this work, translated from the French by 
Serle, is in the way Perrin captures the experience of growing up 
and the myriad ways Nina, Adrien, and Étienne give each other 
a place of safety—even as they are capable of inflicting great 
pain on others. While readers may want to know more about 
Virginie, her distance from the center of the story is fitting for 
the in-group, out-group tension that drives an underlying dark-
ness from the very beginning.

Tender and often raw, this moody novel is a complex tale 
of friendship wrapped around a mystery.

MOONLIGHT AND THE 
PEARLER’S DAUGHTER
Pook, Lizzie
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-982180-49-2  

Set in 19th-century Western Austra-
lia at the height of the pearl trade, this 
book paints a nuanced portrait of the era 
as the backdrop for a feminist epic.

In her debut novel, Pook introduces 
us to Eliza Brightwell, a pearler’s daughter living in the fictional 
Bannin Bay of Western Australia. Eliza stands out from the 
other women of Bannin Bay because of both her plain looks 
and her independent personality. She’s the sort to walk around 
town in battered boots rather than ride in a carriage like other 
ladies of her class, much to the disapprobation of the townsfolk. 
Eliza’s early days in Bannin Bay were marked by tragedy with 
the deaths of her mother and younger brother, and 10 years later, 
when her father’s pearl-diving boat returns from months at sea 
without him, Eliza refuses to accept his loss as well. She will 
stop at nothing to find her father, dead or alive. Her quest draws 
the reader into the tense social climate between colonizers and 
Aboriginals, the spectacular flora and fauna of Western Austra-
lia and Pacifica, as well as the perils of sea voyages at the time. 
While the setting for this novel is particularly well developed, 
the characters often feel a bit flat, and there are many missed 
opportunities. Eliza’s single-minded drive to save her fam-
ily because of tragedy in her past feels familiar, and it doesn’t 
allow Eliza’s character to develop over the course of the book; 
her romantic relationship with a pearler named Axel barely reg-
isters. Pook sets up some intriguing female sidekicks—Eliza’s 
childhood friend Min, who becomes a prostitute, and deck-
hand Knife, who disguises herself as a boy—but their stories are 

not fully explored. For all of Eliza’s resourcefulness, gumption, 
and guilt, what’s missing is a little vulnerability.

A work of historical fiction whose setting somewhat out-
weighs its plot. 

IONA IVERSON’S RULES 
FOR COMMUTING
Pooley, Clare
Pamela Dorman/Viking (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-98-487864-9  

Seven people’s lives intersect as they 
commute to and from London each day.

Iona, at 57, is a one-time it girl and 
current eccentric lesbian who’s an advice 
columnist for the staid Modern Woman 

magazine. Piers is a middle-aged mansplainer, manspreader, 
and impeccably tailored futures trader. Sanjay is a young, empa-
thetic—yet anxious—nurse on the oncology ward at a London 
hospital. Emmie is a pretty, red-haired bookworm in her late 
20s who works in digital advertising and feels underwhelmed 
with her career arc. Martha is a teenager dealing with all the 
angst, drama, bullying, and social ostracization that runs rife 
in school. Jake is a personal trainer who owns the coolest gym 
around. And David, a lawyer in his late 60s, is the kind of non-
descript commuter no one really ever notices or remembers. All 
seven travel back and forth on the same train; over the years, 
they’ve noticed, nicknamed, and studiously avoided talking 
to one another. But when Piers chokes on a grape one morn-
ing, his seatmate Emmie doesn’t know what to do, Iona calls 
for help, and Sanjay swoops in to the rescue. They begin talking 
to one another, and eventually others enter their circle. As she 
did in The Authenticity Project (2020), author Pooley has created 
a cast of individual characters whose lives intersect around a 
focal point. As the story unfolds, readers learn about the com-
plexities that make each character tick: their hopes, dreams, 
fears, and flaws. Job struggles and loss, money problems, panic 
attacks, and love all have their places in this story, as do the 
problems of dealing with homophobia, ageism, poison-pen mis-
sives, divorced parents, a nude picture accidentally becoming 
public, and an emotionally abusive relationship. But each char-
acter still triumphs by the end.

A soothing story where bad things happen yet are over-
come, and friendship leads the way to personal acceptance 
and rebirth.



PASSERSTHROUGH
Rock, Peter
Soho (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-641-29343-3  

An estranged father and daughter 
try to reconnect 25 years after she mys-
teriously disappeared for a week while 
they were camping in Mount Rainier 
National Park.

The heart of Rock’s latest novel is 
the relationship between 76-year-old Benjamin Hanson and 
his 36-year-old daughter, Helen. When Helen was 11, she went 
missing for a week under mysterious circumstances while she 
and Benjamin were camping in the woods near Mount Rainier. 
Attempting to reconnect, Helen visits Benjamin at his Portland, 
Oregon, home. She either can’t or won’t talk to her father in 
person about her disappearance. Instead, she installs a machine 
with custom software that records him as he’s speaking, tran-
scribes his words, and delivers them for her to process at her 
own pace. She responds by fax or phone. The incident and 
subsequent time apart have left them both unable to articulate 
details or emotions to one another. While Helen can’t even 
bring herself to speak of the camping trip, Benjamin suggests 
that they go camping again, and in his preparations for this ill-
suggested outing, he encounters Melissa, a transient woman 
with questionable motivations. Something’s off about Melissa, 
and her actions waver between altruistic and opportunistic, but 
as she learns of the history between Benjamin and Helen, she 
becomes a willing substitute in Benjamin’s would-be plans to re-
create whatever it was that happened to him and his daughter 
25 years ago. As the novel progresses it becomes clear that it’s 
never been about the reconciliation of Benjamin and Helen but 
rather the ongoing relationships both they and Melissa have 
with death, the deaths of loved ones closest to them, and the 
search for answers in trying to deal with their losses. Its best 
elements, like its supernatural overtures, are reminiscent of Ste-
phen King’s The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon (1999).

A captivating page-turner that raises more questions than 
it answers.

TOM CLANCY’S OP-CENTER
Call of Duty
Rovin, Jeff
St. Martin’s Griffin (352 pp.) 
$30.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-2508-6139-9  

A failed missile test launches the 21st 
Op-Center adventure created by Clancy 
and continued by Rovin.

The Chinese test a new Qi-19 hyper-
sonic missile that blows up on the 

launchpad, and someone must be blamed and pay a heavy price. 
Gen. Zhou Chang unfairly blames chief aeronautical engineer 

Dr. Yang Dàyóu and orders him to confess to either carelessness 
or treason. So Yang is imprisoned and could be executed for an 
error that the general made. American intelligence gets wind 
of the failure, and the new president, John Wright, understand-
ably wants to know what happened. He calls in Chase Williams, 
director of the National Crisis Management Center, aka the 
Op-Center. Wright wants Williams to assign the Black Wasp 
team’s Lt. Grace Lee on a solo mission to find out what went 
wrong with the launch, what the missile’s payload was, and what 
happened to Yang. Lee is an all-American patriot with Chi-
nese immigrant parents. She can blend right into the Chinese 
countryside, has a “flair for independent action,” and can kill 
with anything she can get her hands on. There’s a long buildup 
to more action as readers learn more about the left-of-center 
administration and its lack of gravitas. Wright is a “left-of-cen-
ter superstar [replacing] a right-of-center warhorse,” the more 
Clancy-ish and therefore sensible President Midkiff. The well-
meaning but inexperienced Wright doesn’t ask good questions, 
the chief of staff is out to get Williams fired, and a couple of staff 
come across as lightweight flunkies from Hollywood. But Lee is 
the star of this show as she navigates problems with consider-
able skill and no gratuitous violence. The plot and characters 
are what fans will expect, though the Mongolian woman pilot 
might come as a surprise. The ending suggests unfinished busi-
ness, so the storyline may continue into another book. The best 
line: “The Ilyushin Il-76 did not so much land as stop flying.”

This is standard Clancy fare: If you liked the last one, you’ll 
like this one. And the next one.

THE HOUSE ACROSS THE LAKE
Sager, Riley
Dutton (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-18319-9  

Celebrity scandal and a haunted lake 
drive the narrative in this bestselling 
author’s latest serving of subtly ironic 
suspense.

Sager’s debut, Final Girls (2017), was 
fun and beautifully crafted. His most 

recent novels—Home Before Dark (2020) and Survive the Night 
(2021) —have been fun and a bit rickety. His new novel fits that 
mold. Narrator Casey Fletcher grew up watching her mother 
dazzle audiences, and then she became an actor herself. While 
she never achieves the “America’s sweetheart” status her mother 
enjoyed, Casey makes a career out of bit parts in movies and on 
TV and meatier parts onstage. Then the death of her husband 
sends her into an alcoholic spiral that ends with her getting 
fired from a Broadway play. When paparazzi document her 
substance abuse, her mother exiles her to the family retreat in 
Vermont. Casey has a dry, droll perspective that persists until 
circumstances overwhelm her, and if you’re getting a Carrie 
Fisher vibe from Casey Fletcher, that is almost certainly not an 
accident. Once in Vermont, she passes the time drinking bour-
bon and watching the former supermodel and the tech mogul 
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who live across the lake through a pair of binoculars. Casey 
befriends Katherine Royce after rescuing her when she almost 
drowns and soon concludes that all is not well in Katherine 
and Tom’s marriage. Then Katherine disappears….It would be 
unfair to say too much about what happens next, but creepy 
coincidences start piling up, and eventually, Casey has to face 
the possibility that maybe some of the eerie legends about Lake 
Greene might have some truth to them. Sager certainly delivers 
a lot of twists, and he ventures into what is, for him, new terri-
tory. Are there some things that don’t quite add up at the end? 
Maybe, but asking that question does nothing but spoil a highly 
entertaining read.

A weird, wild ride. 

ELEKTRA
Saint, Jennifer
Flatiron Books (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-250-77361-6  

The tale of the Trojan War told by 
three women who have their own battles 
to fight.

Elektra is just a girl when her father, 
Agamemnon, leads the largest Greek 
army ever assembled to wage war 

against Troy. She pines for his return as she comes of age over 
the decade it takes for Troy to fall. Her mother, Clytemnestra, 
seethes with rage, grief, and, above all, the desire for vengeance 
for what her husband is willing to sacrifice for this war of vanity. 
Meanwhile, in Troy itself, Cassandra watches the daily horrors 
unfold. Try as she might to warn her people of the devastation 
she sees coming, she can’t overcome her reputation as a mad-
woman. The novel is told from the first-person points of view of 
these three women, and, at first, trying to sort out all the names 
and family histories, however familiar, feels like the homework 
assignment it once was. But with the pieces in place, author 
Saint animates the three women and sets them off. Clytemnes-
tra, the most fully realized, propels the narrative forward with a 
fresh, raw depth of emotion for a story that’s been told through 
the ages. Elektra’s and Cassandra’s sections can feel repetitive, 
but they tend to be shorter, which quickens the pace. Together, 
these voices show how three very different women understand 
family, the costs of war, and how to exercise their power. While 
Helen, Clytemnestra’s twin sister, has some nuance in this ver-
sion, it seems odd that Saint chose not to take the opportunity 
to animate the perspective of the legendary beauty who incited 
the war. Nevertheless, the women whose perspectives are rep-
resented are riveting.

Royals, revenge, curses, and prophecies done right.

ELSEWHERE
Schaitkin, Alexis
Celadon Books (240 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-250-21963-3  

In a remote fairy-tale town where 
mothers keep disappearing, one young 
woman makes a run for it.

“How does a motherless mother 
mother? How does she know how, or 
does she simply not know?...I reminded 

myself it wasn’t true I was motherless. I had a mother.” Like 
all the children in her foggy, vaguely Alpine village, Vera was 
just a girl when her mother literally vanished into thin air. The 
same thing had just happened to her best friend, Ana, the week 
before, but for reasons Vera will never understand, this com-
monality ends their friendship rather than cements it. In a 
complete departure from her debut, Saint X (2020), Schaitkin’s 
sophomore novel is a fabulist narrative with Shirley Jackson 
overtones and Margaret Atwood themes; other writers working 
in this vein include Sophie Mackintosh, Leni Zumas, and Claire 
Oshetsky. The author devotes a good bit of time to worldbuild-
ing, filling in the sights, smells, foods, and customs of the town, 
from the creamery where doe’s milk is made into cheese to the 
Alpina Hotel, where Vera’s father takes her and her friends for 
tea every year on her birthday and local newlyweds get a night in 
the honeymoon suite. Despite the many spooky aspects of life 
in the village, an unstated prohibition against leaving has seem-
ingly been effective so far. Though she feared she might spend 
her life as a spinster, working beside her father in the town’s 
photography shop, Vera ends up a wife and then a mother, find-
ing more passion in these roles than she dreamed possible. But 
one day, she sees that her image is blurred in a photo from her 
daughter’s birthday party; soon after, she loses control of her 
hands. Knowing “the affliction” is upon her, she bolts. Vera’s 
Rumspringa stretches out about a decade, it seems, motored by 
dream logic through a series of weird situations whose allegori-
cal import is unclear. Thankfully, the road eventually doubles 
back to questions left open in the village, some of which are 
answered. 

An elaborately imagined yet not quite satisfying fable of 
loss and isolation.

MOTHER COUNTRY
Townsend, Jacinda
Graywolf (320 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-64445-087-1  

This story of a kidnapping in 
Morocco explores global inequity from 
the points of view of two mothers.

The first half of the novel depicts 
the experiences of two very different 
women: Shannon, a Black American 



trying to keep her marriage together, and Souria, a Mauritanian 
struggling to survive. Souria is first shown as a teenager who’s 
been captured in the Sahara and taken as a slave by a desert 
tribe. Resourceful and brave, she eventually escapes to the city 
of Marrakech, where she tries to build a better life for herself 
and her 2-year-old daughter, Yu. That is, until Shannon, while 
vacationing with her engineer boyfriend, comes upon Yu in 
an alley, assumes the disheveled girl has been abandoned, and 
brings her back to the U.S. to adopt her. Shannon’s own trauma 
at first blinds her to the harm she is causing. She’s a disabled, 
highly indebted woman who was all but abandoned by her 
emotionally distant middle-class parents. The pace accelerates 
in the second half of the book while also introducing a third 
perspective, that of the adopted daughter, now renamed Mardi. 
Although the readers see Mardi/Yu struggling to adapt to a new 
way of life in Louisville, Kentucky, she is never as fully devel-
oped a character as the other women. It’s also hard to believe 
that Shannon as depicted would actually kidnap a child. The 
novel’s great strengths are the gorgeous prose and deep empa-
thy that Townsend extends to both Souria and Shannon. Her 
multifaceted portrait of Morocco and insights into American 
privilege, transnational colorism, and transgenerational trauma 
elevate what could have been merely a tragic crime story.

This thought-provoking novel highlights the precarious 
state of Black women and girls.

THE BAR AT TWILIGHT
Tuten, Frederic
Bellevue Literary Press (288 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-954276-03-1  

A heady and elegant collection of 15 
stories, mostly about art and artists.

The new collection from novelist and 
artist Tuten includes a few ventures into 
deadpan surrealism, but the dominant 
mode is realism, and the book’s spine is 

provided by a deep interest in and polymathic knowledge of 
both visual and literary art. Many narrators here are critics, and 
several stories depict scholars trying to wring joy and consola-
tion (or at least distraction) from expertise, doing their best to 
read their own lives—especially the complexities and puzzle-
ments, the pleasures and longueurs of married love in middle 
life—through the details of, say, Montaigne’s urinary agonies 
(“The Tower”) or Hawthorne’s final days in Italy (“In the Bor-
ghese Gardens”). The marvelous “Lives of the Artists” is told by 
an uxorious critic who’s working on a book while eavesdropping 
on a meeting between the artist he’s closest to, his wife (one 
of the book’s several formidable, and formidably witty, women), 
and a gallery owner who may mount a show of her work. The 
book can occasionally feel like a miscellany; there is for instance 
a coda subtitled “Some Episodes in the History of My Read-
ing” that appears to be just that, a nonfiction ramble through 
the writer’s life as a reader, and a few pieces are charming baga-
telles dedicated to, and perhaps written for, artist friends. But 

if the collection lacks the bravura of Tuten’s remarkable Tintin 
in the New World (1993), it’s recognizably the work of a gifted, 
resourceful writer: an old master.

Smart, meditative stories about the art in life and the life 
in art.

THE BRIDESMAIDS UNION
Vatner, Jonathan
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-2507-6239-9  

Combine a family torn apart by 
Trump-era politics, anonymous Face-
book profiles, and bride-and-groom 
alpacas to get a mostly entertaining tale 
of bridesmaid woes.

Iris Hagarty, a single mother in her 
late 20s, is the living embodiment of “always a bridesmaid, 
never a bride,” with the unfortunate addition of having been 
abandoned at the altar. Burned out by her frequent experi-
ences as a bridesmaid, coupled with her insistence that her hard 
work is never acknowledged (she made beautiful last-minute 
centerpieces, and her BFF the bride didn’t even thank her!), 
Iris decides to create an anonymous Facebook support group 
for beleaguered bridesmaids: “The twenty thousand dollars 
she’d spent on bridesmaiding had piled up so much credit card 
debt, she couldn’t bear to think about it. As much as she loved 
weddings—the comforting formality, the beauty, the joy of the 
betrothed—being a bridesmaid was sucking her dry. Sure, she 
didn’t have to accept every invitation, but it never seemed OK 
to turn them down.” Thus the Bridesmaids Union is born, and 
Iris’ life becomes a little more complicated as she navigates 
the trials of her day-to-day life as a single mother, her growing 
duties as her sister’s maid of honor, and her increasing inter-
net fame. While Iris’ self-righteousness and seemingly terrible 
decision-making wear a little thin (seriously, when has it been a 
good idea to secretly blog about your friends and family?) and 
the book leans too heavily on clichés—bridezillas, demanding 
mothers, and Instagram influencers peddling canine outerwear 
abound—Vatner nonetheless manages to create characters with 
surprising emotional resonance as well as to tap into the tumul-
tuous world of online community-building.

An amusing story with a host of intriguing personalities.
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THE ANGEL OF ROME 
And Other Stories
Walter, Jess
Harper/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-286-811-4  

A dozen stories spell excellent news 
for fans of the Bard of Spokane.

Since Beautiful Ruins, his 2012 block-
buster, Walter has won a legion of readers 
who have been through the backlist and 

impatiently gobbled down his two follow-ups—a story collec-
tion, We Live in Water (2013), and the excellent historical novel 
Cold Millions (2020). This second collection of shorts is a glo-
rious addition to the oeuvre, with a much brighter mood than 
its gloomy predecessor. The title story, which began its life as 
an Audible original, is a mini Beautiful Ruins, including an Ital-
ian setting, beautiful movie-star character, and heartbreakingly 
adorable but benighted male protagonist, here a blue-collar boy 
from Nebraska whose year abroad involves church-sponsored 
Latin lessons at a “papal community college” in a Roman indus-
trial building. This. Story. Is. So. Damn. Funny. And almost 
ridiculously heartwarming. But the same can be said of many 
of the others, no matter how apparently depressing their topic. 
For example, the story about a father who must be institution-
alized, “Town & Country,” opens with the fact that “Dad liter-
ally could not remember to not screw the sixty-year-old lady 
across the street,” and creates for the man in question an out-
law assisted living center in a seedy, one-story motel in north-
ern Idaho where the meatloaf is still $2 and all the drinks are 
doubles. The climate change story, “The Way the World Ends,” 
brings two very depressed Ph.D. students to Mississippi State 
University to vie for a position in the geosciences department, 
then throws them together with a three-weeks-out-of-the-
closet, very lonely college student named Jeremiah who’s trying 
to decide whether it’s worth risking life and limb to march in his 
first Gay Pride parade. What one of the “climate zealots” says to 
defend his newfound love of country music resonates through 
the collection: “Life is hard, the songs seemed to say, but at least 
it’s funny, and it rhymes.”

Not sure why the author is in such a good mood, but it’s 
contagious. Prepare for delight.

THE MIDCOAST
White, Adam
Hogarth (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-24315-2  

An ambitious family’s rise and fall 
plays out in a small town on the Maine 
coast.

This debut novel opens with what 
will also be its last scene: a fancy lawn 
party and lobster bake on the waterfront 

property of the Thatch family, prominent in the little town of 
Damariscotta. A celebration of the Amherst College women’s 
lacrosse team, of which Allie Thatch is a member, it’s a nice 
party until local English teacher and lacrosse coach Andrew 
goes poking around in the house and notices some photos of a 
burned car with two bodies in it—and then the police show up. 
The book’s narrator, Andrew was raised in Damariscotta, went 
away for college and jobs, but has moved his young family back. 
Andrew sometimes narrates in first person, although much of 
the story is framed as interviews he does after the day of the 
party for a book he’s writing. He’s known Ed Thatch since they 
were teenagers, when Andrew worked for the Lobster Pound, 
owned by Ed’s father, and Ed treated him like a greenhorn. Ed’s 
life changed when he met Stephanie LeClair. Although, as one 
character says, “they don’t come from much,” Steph wants nice 
things and Ed wants her to have them. Circling between past 
and present, the book recounts how they get them. While 
he’s fishing for lobsters, Ed starts burglarizing the posh sum-
mer homes along the shore during the off season. From there, 
it’s a quick slide into smuggling drugs from above the Cana-
dian border. Meanwhile, Steph goes to college and becomes 
the town’s manager and unofficial mayor, ironically dubbing 
it “Maine’s Safe Haven.” Their son, EJ, becomes a cop, mainly 
so he can protect his family’s criminal enterprises. It looks like 
Allie might just make a step up socially and out of Damariscotta 
altogether after she gets a lacrosse scholarship. But then that 
party happens. White handles suspense and a complex plot well, 
but the characters don’t quite come into focus—it’s never clear 
why Ed and Steph find each other so compelling, and Allie, who 
serves as a motivation for many of her family’s actions, is a blank 
herself until very late in the book.

A small-town riff on The Great Gatsby suffers from underde-
veloped characters.

THE WIFE BEFORE
Williams, Shanora
Dafina/Kensington (320 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-4967-3111-1  

A second wife is drawn into the trag-
edy that killed the first—and must find 
out the truth before she’s next.

Needing to make some quick money, 
Samira accepts a waitressing job at a char-
ity event where she has a meet-cute with 

famous golfer Roland Graham. Soon they are an item, and he’s 
wowing her with trips and gifts—and in the bedroom. Samira’s 
brother cautions her, though, to be careful; Roland’s first wife, 
Melanie, died under mysterious circumstances, and there’s a 
lot of speculation (on social media, anyway) that Roland was 
responsible. Samira’s doubts are soon put to rest by Roland’s 
reassurances, and they get married and move into Roland’s 
mansion in Colorado—the mansion where he used to live with 
Melanie. Though the setting lacks a true gothic flavor, there is 
a definite current of unease that affects Samira’s embracing of 



this luxurious lifestyle; she meets Roland’s handsome cousin, 
Dylan, and the housekeeper/chef, Yadira, and then she finds 
Melanie’s journals. Williams offers these journals in Melanie’s 
voice, so the reader slowly begins to learn more about Mela-
nie’s life and marriage at the same time that Samira does: the 
distance that gradually grows between her and her handsome 
husband; her attraction to dashing Dylan; her complicated sis-
ter drama. Samira can’t confront her husband with these truths, 
but as she reads further and digs deeper into Melanie’s past, she 
understands that she must discover the truth behind her death—
before it’s too late for Samira, too. Despite some comparisons 
to du Maurier’s Rebecca, the novel is much less atmospheric and 
nuanced than that classic. Williams does give both Melanie and 
Samira multiple dimensions; they’re flawed but also strong and 
determined, and the twist at the end is a surprise.

A thriller with a familiar foundation but some contempo-
rary spice.

THE LUNAR HOUSEWIFE
Woods, Caroline
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-385-54783-3  

A young woman navigates the treach-
erous terrain of Manhattan’s early 1950s 
literary scene.

If only Louise, Woods’ plucky hero-
ine, had any idea of exactly how treach-
erous literati can be. A transplant from 

Ossining, Louise is writing a “romantic fantasy” called The 
Lunar Housewife, set in an indeterminate but far from post-
Soviet future. Chapters from Lunar, the novel within this 
novel, are interspersed throughout, as Louise writes while try-
ing to negotiate real life in 1953. Pulling off an interview with 
Ernest Hemingway, she hopes to gain credibility and a byline 
at Downtown, the new magazine her boyfriend, Joe, and his col-
league Harry founded, mixing intellectual commentary with 
cheesecake, like Playboy or Esquire—although the author’s note 
reveals it’s actually based on the Paris Review. The parlance is 
convincingly of the ’50s, and Woods’ phrases are well turned. 
Increasingly, Lunar Housewife tracks Louise’s life: Both Lou-
ise and her protagonist, Katherine, encounter boyfriends and 
governments one can’t quite trust—Joe may be embroiled with 
the CIA, and Harry fears that his apartment is bugged. Kath-
erine, an American defector to Soviet Russia, is sent to set up 
housekeeping on the moon with Sergey, a Soviet army deserter–
turned-cosmonaut; as the two fall in love, they are monitored 
by a “visio-telespeaker.” Louise and her creation each become 
pregnant, which amps up the parallel dangers. Louise’s por-
trayal of Russians as human and Hemingway’s putative novel 
in progress praising Castro might be endangering both authors. 
(Woods’ “Papa” may be a cliché, but he’s a scene-stealer.) Dur-
ing this time of the House Un-American Activities Committee, 
with the Korean War winding down and the Cold War heating 
up, the Russians appear to be the obvious villains. The truth, as 

Woods suggests, none too subtly, is more complicated: The U.S. 
establishment is not just blacklisting artists, but, through vio-
lence and/or bribery, censoring any cultural reference that does 
not glorify American capitalism.

A sinister message that may not be all that far-fetched.

THRUST
Yuknavitch, Lidia
Riverhead (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-525-53490-7  

A girl living in a dystopian future 
travels through time via water.

Young Laisvė has seen more in her life 
than most adults. By the time she’s a pre-
teen, she’s watched her mother be killed 
as her family attempted to flee from 

Siberia by sea; later, on a boat trip to see the Statue of Liberty 
(now largely below water), someone snatches her infant brother. 
Left with just her father, Laisvė must endure what she calls “The 
Hiding,” living furtively in a small apartment in a ruined New 
York City and dodging the people-snatching operations known 
as “the Raids.” One evening, when a Raid team comes knock-
ing, Laisvė must put a tightly planned escape plan into action. 
But rather than head to a safe house, as she and her father had 
agreed, Laisvė has a secret. She’s seen her mother underwater, 
and she’s received instructions to travel to the past through the 
water, seeking out specific people. For what purpose, Laisvė is 
not told, but she sets off on a journey that will take her from 
a disabled sex worker in Victorian-era New York to a teen boy 
in a detention center with ties to Timothy McVeigh, and from 
the laborers who built the Statue of Liberty to the daughter of 
a European war criminal. Yuknavitch, as ever, is a maximalist, 
but the book wisely uses Laisvė (whose name means freedom in 
Lithuanian) as a kind of conduit through which many other nar-
ratives flow. Ultimately, Yuknavitch is interested in the way the 
bodies of immigrants, refugees, and marginalized people have 
been the fodder used to keep the American project going—and 
her humane love for those same bodies shines out everywhere 
through the extravagant prose.

Complex, ambitious, and unafraid to earnestly love—and 
critique—America and its most dearly held principles.

I ONLY CRY WITH EMOTICONS
Zalkow, Yuvi
Red Hen Press (232 pp.) 
$24.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-63628-037-0  

A socially awkward tech worker 
grapples with his impending divorce, his 
relationship with his young son, and his 
struggle to create human connections in 
a tech-driven world.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   4 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“A girl living in a dystopian future
travels through time via water.”
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Saul works at a sophisticated technology company, and he 
has the potential to be quite good at his job. Unfortunately, he’s 
spending more and more time hiding in the bathroom work-
ing on a novel based loosely on the life of his late grandfather. 
That same novel is the obstacle that came between him and his 
soon-to-be-ex wife. While she felt he was never present, he felt 
she rejected the importance of his work. Now, he’s struggling 
to navigate the back-and-forth residency of their 7-year-old son, 
who seems to greatly prefer staying with his mom. When Saul 
is set up with a woman named Kitty, whose marriage has also 
fallen apart recently, he’s equally intrigued and repulsed by the 
idea of dating her. When he sees how well Kitty relates to his 
son, though, he finds himself drawn to her. Unfortunately, Kitty 
is struggling, too, and Saul might be unable to meet her needs. 
Told entirely from Saul’s perspective, the novel, like its protag-
onist, is full of endearing quirks. With many tongue-in-cheek 
references to current trends in technology and social media, 
including emojis periodically peppering the text, the novel is 
witty and fun. At the same time, the emotional struggles and 
social ineptitude from which Saul suffers lead to many surpris-
ingly deep moments. Saul’s inability to connect with other char-
acters is echoed by the arm’s-length tone of the narrative itself. 
For example, he constantly refers to his son as “my boy” rather 
than creating a deeper connection with the reader by revealing 
the child’s name. In the end, it is these very idiosyncrasies that 
make the novel a resounding success.

A refreshingly zany story about the pitfalls of modern 
technology and the importance of chasing dreams.

m y s t e r y

BURIED IN A GOOD BOOK
Berry, Tamara
Poisoned Pen (336 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-72824-860-8  

A mystery writer finds solace and 
murder in rural Oregon.

Mystery writer Tess Harrow is wor-
ried about her daughter, Gertrude. The 
usually resilient 14-year-old is stung by 
her father’s utter silence since his divorce 

from Tess. Fortunately, Tess has just the answer: She’ll take the 
feisty teen to an isolated cabin in the woods, far from Seattle 
coffee shops, the internet, or running water. Gertie’s reaction is 
predictable, but nothing else is. Shortly after their arrival, they 
hear a sudden boom, and water, fish, and body parts rain down 
from the sky. When he finally answers their distress call, Sheriff 
Victor Boyd tells them it’s probably “the Peabody boys.” Sure 
enough, Adam and Zach have been blast fishing with dynamite 
again, only this time, somebody stashed a corpse in the lake 

before their first kaboom. Boyd’s deputy Carl, who’s detailed 
to keep watch on Tess’ cabin, disappears, but Ivy, his female 
counterpart, is unfazed. What she wants most of all is for Tess 
to read the 1,000-page science-fiction adventure she’s written 
and shop it to her agent. In the meantime, Tess is fascinated 
with Boyd, a dead ringer for her own franchise hero, Detective 
Gonzales. If she can only tag along after Boyd while he’s try-
ing to crack the case, she figures that her next novel, Fury in the 
Forest, will practically write itself. Boyd wants Tess dogging him 
about as much as he wants eczema, but eventually the two make 
their peace with the help of hipster librarian Nicki Nickerson, 
the third Peabody triplet, a man in a Bigfoot costume, and a 
roving flock of toucans.

Whimsy meets woodsy.

THE LOST
Burton, Jeffrey B.
Minotaur (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-25080-862-2  

A faux kidnapping unleashes a cas-
cade of all-too-real felonies for Chicago 
dog trainer Mason “Mace” Reid; his girl-
friend, Detective Kippy Gimm; and his 
canine charges.

Financier Kenneth J. Druckman’s 
reputed to be one of the wealthiest residents of tony Glencoe. 
When Belgian investor Audrick Verlinden confronts him with 
evidence that he’s been running a Ponzi scheme and demands 
recompense, however, Druckman faces ruin. Desperate, he 
stages the abduction of Eleanor, his 5-year-old daughter, so 
that he can explain his sudden losses by paying himself a strato-
spheric ransom. Things immediately go wrong, leaving Druck-
man’s wife, former supermodel Calley Kurtz Druckman, bashed 
to death and Vira, Mace’s golden retriever, making a beeline 
from the place where her body was dumped back to Druck-
man’s house. That’s as good as a signed confession for Mace and 
Kippy. But their certainty that Druckman killed his wife and 
arranged his daughter’s kidnapping takes them only as far as the 
moneyman’s own corpse, for he’s soon executed by a recently 
imported Russian assassin. Now that their presumptive suspect 
is dead, Mace and Kippy can concentrate on the other people 
who are interested in getting possession of Eleanor Druck-
man—and that’s an awful lot of people. Burton litters his open-
ing movement with so many glimpses into the scheme’s not 
particularly complicated backstory that the biggest mystery 
is what day of the week it is. Once he commits his tale to the 
present tense, things move along much more smartly until the 
mind-bogglingly gratuitous final outrage.

Next time: fewer bad actors, fewer flashbacks, more dogs.
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DEATH AT FORT DEVENS
Colt, Peter
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-44830-766-1  

Doing a favor for a fellow veteran 
who saved his life in Vietnam launches 
Boston shamus Andy Roark on a search 
littered with dead ends.

By 1985, Lt. Col. David Billings’ 
daughter, Judy, has reached the age when 
she’s started hanging out with unsuit-

able young men, and some not so young, and stopped listening 
to either her father or her mother, who’s drying out in Palm 
Springs once again. Now Judy’s gone AWOL, and Dave wants 
Andy, who’s never forgotten that he owes him his life, to look for 
her. Asking Dave to put aside a dollar to pay him, Andy hunts 
down Judy’s boyfriend, Derrick Page, a motor pool mechanic at 
Fort Devens, where Dave’s been assigned while he waits for his 
next inevitable promotion. Derrick insists he’s an ex-boyfriend 
who can’t help, and Judy’s friend Cindy, a waitress at a bowling 
alley, can only point to Kevin, the older guy Judy’s been hanging 
around with, whose nickname, K-nice, is not entirely accurate. 
Andy and his ex-lover Sue Teller make a reconnaissance tour of 
Boston’s Combat Zone, but although Andy stirs up a certain 
amount of collateral damage, he doesn’t find Judy. It turns out 
that Dave has known all along who Judy was with but hasn’t 
mentioned it for personal reasons. So Andy starts over again, 
armed with new information and a sharper sense of wariness. 
There’s only one plot twist that could possibly cap this trail of 
red herrings and false leads, and very few readers will be as sur-
prised as Andy when it arrives.

The target audience: private-eye fans who greet a two-
page glossary of military terms with delight.

HATCHET ISLAND
Doiron, Paul
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-25023-513-8  

A distress call takes Game Warden 
Mike Bowditch to a part of Maine he 
rarely sees: the tiny, rugged islands off 
the coast.

Kendra Ballard, project manager for 
the Maine Seabird Initiative, is seriously 

worried about the Initiative’s future. It’s come under pressure 
from local fishers whose attitude toward nature is unapolo-
getically different from hers, and Kendra’s particularly worried 
about her boss, Dr. Maeve McLeary. So she asks her old college 
roommate, bush pilot/biologist/EMT/kayaking guide Stacey 
Stevens, if she’ll come out to visit and bring Mike, the lover 
with whom she’s recently been reunited after two years—and 
she also asks if Mike will please bring his gun. Mike and Stacey’s 

initial inquiries confirm Kendra’s suspicions that there’s trou-
ble brewing in the place to which famed photographer Clay 
Markham has retired and that Maeve is indeed seriously dis-
turbed. Apart from Kendra’s story about intern Evan Levan-
dowski’s suicide and Mike’s unsettling confrontation with surly 
lobsterman Bear Goodale and his mate Chris Beckwith, how-
ever, it’s hard to put a finger on the source of the troubles. After 
an attack on a camp they’ve pitched on an island rumored to be 
littered with unexploded bombs leaves Kendra and one of her 
current interns dead and obscenely posed and the other intern 
missing, it’s no more clear who led the assault or why. Only the 
suicide of Maeve herself begins to bring the mystery into focus. 
Before it’s solved, Mike will have to call on every one of Stacey’s 
impressive list of skills and practice a couple he didn’t know he 
had himself.

Slow to get underway but the payoff is worth the wait.

A HINT OF MISCHIEF
Gerber, Daryl Wood
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-49673-604-8  

A shop owner in enchanting Carmel-
by-the Sea investigates yet another mur-
der with otherworldly help.

Courtney Kelly owns Open Your 
Imagination, a shop that specializes in 
all things fairy. She’s well known for both 

her fairy gardens and her lessons in how to make them. When 
trust-fund baby Misty Dawn hires Courtney to throw a fairy-
themed birthday party in her backyard for her friend Odine 
Oates, it seems like a fun and lucrative deal. Most of the guests 
are sorority sisters of Misty and her special guest, actress Far-
rah Lawson, whose past with some members of the group has 
been fraught. Courtney enlists some of her besties to help with 
decorations, games, and food, the last provided by her roman-
tic interest, Brady Cash. At a spa party to which Misty invites 
Courtney, Farrah goes ballistic when a wax treatment by Twyla 
Waterman nearly ruins her eyebrows. So when Farrah’s found 
dead, Twyla’s an obvious suspect. Although Courtney, with 
some assistance from Fiona, her mischievous resident fairy-
in-training, has already helped solve a number of murders, nei-
ther Detective Dylan Summers nor Courtney’s father, a former 
police officer, wants her involved. Ignoring their wishes, Court-
ney digs into Farrah’s background and uses Fiona’s ability to 
overhear conversations to identify some alternate suspects.

A charming cozy with gardening tips, recipes, and a raft of 
suspects for those who don’t believe in fairies.
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“A shop owner in enchanting Carmel-by-the-Sea investigates 
yet another murder with otherworldly help.”

a hint of mischief
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MOVIELAND
Goldberg, Lee
Thomas & Mercer (352 pp.)
$24.95  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-6625-0065-7  

Maverick Detective Eve Ronin and 
her partner, Detective Duncan Pavone, 
land a case that threatens to push back 
Duncan’s retirement date, currently two 
weeks away, if it doesn’t kill them first.

Water district bureaucrat Wallace 
Ewell insists the two detectives for the Los Angeles County 
Sheriff ’s Department find the thief who’s been crashing into his 
break room and stealing mostly valueless stuff. He’s good and 
annoyed when the two are called away from the scene to investi-
gate a shooting. Activist blogger Zena Faust has been wounded 
and her lover, yoga instructor Kim Spivey, killed by shotgun fire 
in Malibu Creek State Park. Since there’s no way to trace the 
bullets, Eve and Duncan focus on the other forensic evidence 
their colleagues are able to extract from a scene the public is 
clamoring to get back into—and on possible motives that lead 
them to movie producer Curtis Honig, whom Kim accused of 
sexual predation years ago before some straight women he’d 
assaulted got the law to take his behavior seriously, and to mil-
lionaire Paul Banning, whose property adjoins the park. The 
discovery that a dozen earlier people had been shot, none of 
them fatally, in the park over the past 18 months fuels rumors of 
a Malibu Sniper, and the shooting of Calabasas city councilman 
Clark Netter in a car filled with cash enlarges the suspect pool 
and makes the case even more urgent. The number of unrelated 
perps, several of them minor characters who come and go in a 
flash, turns out to be so extensive that the ending, or endings, 
is inevitably a letdown except for Duncan’s triumphant taunt: 

“Vomit doesn’t lie.”
Based on true events that leave their untidy mark 

everywhere.

FIVE BELLES TOO MANY
Goldstein, Debra H.
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-49673-223-1  

An Alabama reality show turns deadly.
Sarah Blair is pleased that Southwind, 

the restaurant she co-owns with twin sis-
ter Emily, will be prominently featured 
in the Southern Belle Perfect Wedding 
Competition that’s being filmed in their 

hometown of Wheaton. Rival restaurateur Jane Clark is not 
so pleased, because every meal the production company holds 
at Southwind is one less meal for Jane’s Place, her own eatery. 
But Jane’s temper tantrum at hearing that she won’t be host-
ing the show’s nightly dinners is just one of the juicy moments 
that director Alan Perrault and his assistant, Sam Tolliver, cook 

up to delight viewers, moments that persuade Sarah that what’s 
being filmed is anything but reality. Still, much as the crew tries 
to cover up the little glitches that would reveal just how much 
the showrunners are manipulating the narrative—like the fact 
that the filming schedule requires them to know in advance the 
order in which couples with be voted off the show days later, 
allegedly determined by a real-time audience vote—they can’t 
hide murder. The death of Perrault in the kitchen of Jane’s 
Place leads to major rewrites. And one thing that gets rewritten 
big time is Jane and Sarah’s history. Although still smarting that 
Jane broke up her marriage, Sarah can’t bear to see someone so 
obviously innocent turn into the police chief ’s main suspect. 
Not only does Sarah persuade attorney Harlan Endicott to rep-
resent Jane, but she puts herself in the path of danger while try-
ing to unmask the real killer.

The clash between real life and reality TV strains the read-
er’s credulity.

LADY OF BONES
Haines, Carolyn
Minotaur (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-25083-372-3  

Is there a secret to eternal life, or 
is its promise just a big con? That’s the 
question Sarah Booth Delaney has to 
answer in her 24th adventure.

Now that Tinkie Bellcase Richmond, 
the partner in Sarah Booth’s Mississippi 

detective agency, has finally given birth to the adorable Maylin, 
not even the sudden appearance of her household haint, Jitty, 
dressed as death can distract Sarah Booth for more than a short 
time. Jitty does offer up a cryptic warning, so when Frances 

“Frankie” Moore arrives seeking help in finding her journalist 
daughter, Christa, Sarah Booth prepares for the worst. Because 
Tinkie must stay home in Zinnia with Maylin, Sarah Booth’s 
boyfriend, Sheriff Coleman Peters, accompanies her to New 
Orleans, where Christa was investigating human trafficking and 
a cult. Christa’s roommate, free-spirited German artist Britta 
Wagner, had already vanished, and Christa’s disappearance 
makes Frankie fear for their safety. Christa’s boyfriend, Carlos 
Rodriguez, and her friends in the apartment complex where 
she lived are not much help, but the sleuths do learn that she 
was looking into the People of Earth, a cult whose charismatic 
leader claims she can stop the aging process. Her search for 
a magical garden Britta was hired to paint takes Sarah Booth 
all over New Orleans until she finds hints of strange rituals in 
the garden of a deserted house. Carlos goes AWOL, Christa’s 
friends come clean, and there’s a race against time to find the 
missing women before they’re sacrificed.

A spooky, dangerous adventure whose premise is all too 
believable.
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VERA KELLY
Lost and Found
Knecht, Rosalie
Tin House (228 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-953534-16-3 

A former CIA agent–turned–private 
detective is forced to go undercover after 
her girlfriend is forcibly institutionalized.

The third installment in the series 
opens in 1971 with Vera Kelly adjusting 

to domestic bliss after Max, her bartender girlfriend, moves in 
with her in Brooklyn. Formerly a bit of a loner, Vera suddenly 
has a community. When Max gets a letter from her sister say-
ing their parents are splitting up, she feels compelled to return 
to Los Angeles for the first time since she came out and her 
wealthy family refused to accept her sexuality, and she asks Vera 
to join her. When they arrive in Bel Air, a host of new characters 
greet them: Max’s stern father now has a much-younger fiancee, 
and there’s also a friend who lives on the property and has grand 
plans for spending the family fortune. When Vera wakes up one 
morning after Max had a fight with her father to find Max gone 
from the property, she panics, and then a message comes with 
the worst possible news: Max is in a hospital, which turns out to 
be a private sanatorium owned by her family. Vera goes under-
cover, admitting herself as a patient in hopes of rescuing Max, 
and she’s reminded of her own time in juvenile detention and 
her strained relationship with her mother. Knecht’s lively prose 
moves easily between Vera’s experiences with Max’s cold and 
homophobic family to her memories of being a teenager with 
a distant and unforgiving mother, effectively creating an atmo-
sphere of danger and uncertainty as Vera and Max work to sur-
vive and reunite. Knecht has crafted an intriguing title character, 
and it’s a pleasure to watch Vera allow herself to be devoted to a 
partner and to trust in the life they have built together.

An immersive encounter with a beloved character.

DAIRY, DAIRY, 
QUITE CONTRARY
Lillard, Amy
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-49673-345-0  

Lillard introduces a new heroine 
while keeping her focus on all things 
Amish.

Sissy Yoder isn’t Amish, but her par-
ents used to be. So when she dumps her 

cheating boyfriend and needs a change of scene, her Amish 
roots provide an answer. Sissy leaves Tulsa to go help a relative 
in her parents’ tiny hometown of Yoder, Kansas. Her irascible 
aunt Bethel, who owns the Sunflower Café, has to admit that 
her broken leg is slowing her down and reluctantly agrees to 
have Sissy work at the cafe. Though Sissy and her Yorkie, Duke, 

are welcomed more warmly by her cousin Lizzie, who’s on bed 
rest until she delivers her twin babies, living without electricity 
and eating a high-calorie diet impel Sissy to find a place of her 
own. Her first friend in town is Gavin Wainwright, a reporter 
for the local paper to whom she’s attracted as a fellow journal-
ist—her only source of income apart from the cafe is writing 
an anonymous advice column in the guise of 70-something 

“Aunt Bess,” though she can’t let Gavin (or anyone) know about 
that. Her promising debut at the cafe is derailed when she finds 
Kevin, the milk delivery man, stabbed to death in the kitchen. 
Her newcomer status makes her the prime suspect in the eyes 
of Deputy Sheriff Earl Berry. As he continues to harass her, she 
decides to clear her name by finding the real killer. Gavin helps 
her investigate other possibilities, but when she finally sees the 
light, the killer is ready to darken it forever.

A promising new sleuth whose lovable dog and incipient 
love interest combine nicely with Lillard’s trademark Amish 
lore.

BLIND JUSTICE
Mark, David
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-72785-054-6  

DS Aector McAvoy tackles his most 
horrifying case in a long career of solv-
ing unusual crimes in the Yorkshire city 
of Hull. 

Aector is a gentle giant deeply in love 
with Roisin, his fierce Traveller wife, and 

protective of his children and his boss, DS Trish Pharaoh, who 
hasn’t been herself lately. His son, Fin, is still suffering night-
mares after having been targeted by a vengeful killer when 
Aector is called out to the woods where a hiker has noticed a 
horribly mangled corpse tangled in the roots of a fallen tree. Of 
the few houses nearby, the one belonging to classicist Calpur-
nia Dodds-Wynne provides clues to what becomes a series of 
gruesome deaths. The corpse is identified as university student 
Ian Musson, who was thought to have dropped out. Roman 
coins had been driven into his eyes with crucifixion nails while 
he was still alive. On such a cold case, the murder team must 
look into the past for clues and search for Ian’s mates, some of 
whom have dicey backgrounds involving the theft of antiqui-
ties. Calpurnia and her behemoth husband, who are into animal 
sacrifice and ancient religious rituals, offer no help even though 
Ian was a friend of their son Magnus’, another university drop-
out. Dogged detective work and Aector’s storied ability to look 
beneath the surface lead to more horrific discoveries and deadly 
encounters.

A hair-raising procedural highlights unselfish love, sacri-
fice, and man’s inhumanity to man.
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“A hair-raising procedural.”
blind justice
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WHAT WE MAY BECOME
Messineo, Teresa
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-44830-867-5  

Messineo follows The Fire by Night 
(2017), her first war story, with a tale of 
an American nurse battling PTSD.

Tuscany, 1945. Diana Bolsena, an 
American Red Cross nurse, has gone 
through hell struggling to save her 

patients when she’s left behind, penniless and starving, in a 
small town. Diana’s chance to escape comes when she hears of 
a child care job. Arriving at a villa seemingly untouched by the 
war, she’s engaged by Signora Bugari to care for a 9-year-old boy, 
her ward. All goes well until the house is turned upside down by 
the hiring of new staff members in preparation for the arrival of 
the palpably evil Herr Adler, who holds some mysterious power 
over Bugari. Bugari warns Diana against Adler, who’s ransacking 
the house looking for something, and they all live in fear until 
Adler is found drowned in the pool. When the local police ignore 
Diana’s report, she returns to the villa with DI Giacomo Tra-
vere, who says he just happens to be passing through the town. 
The personable English speaker, whom Diana finds attractive, 
seems less interested in solving the murder than in searching 
for something hidden in the villa. The discovery shows Travere 
is not who she thought, and a battle ensues between them over 
the nature of good and evil.

A brutally atmospheric tale of the horrors of war.

THE GOLDENACRE
Miller, Philip J.
Soho Crime (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-64129-427-0  

Mystery swirls around a painting 
about to be transferred from the family 
who inherited it to Edinburgh’s Public 
Gallery.

Thomas Tallis, no relation to the Eng-
lish Renaissance composer and barely 

any to his own eminent wife, classical pianist Astrella Nemours, 
or his equally eminent father, Sir Raymond T. Tallis, retired 
director of MI6, has come to Edinburgh’s Public Library from 
London’s Civic Gallery, which he left under the cloud of an 
undisclosed scandal. His first task is to confirm the provenance 
of The Goldenacre, a large, splendid watercolor Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh painted nearly a hundred years ago. But there are 
mysterious obstacles in the way of this routine task. First, Olivia 
and Felix Farquharson, the aristocratic twins who own the paint-
ing, don’t want conservator Roberta Donnelly to accompany 
Tallis on his visit to inspect the painting; then, when the two 
of them make the trip to the Farquharsons’ Denholm House, 
the painting suddenly turns out to be unavailable because 

it’s getting some last-minute cleaning. As Tallis struggles 
to establish a toehold in the Public Gallery, senior reporter 
Shona Sandison is struggling to maintain her perch at the 
Edinburgh Post in the light of the layoffs bound to follow new 
editor Ron Ingleton’s appointment. The murder of painter Rob-
ert Love, the disturbingly similar murder of Edinburgh City 
Councillor John Cullen, and the fire that destroys the Mackin-
tosh Building at the Glasgow School of Art encourage her to 
keep asking questions that inevitably lead her to Tallis, who’s 
meanwhile received a package containing a severed tongue.

A promising, tear-stained debut longer on suspense than 
surprise.

OVERBOARD
Paretsky, Sara
Morrow/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-06-301088-8  

V.I. Warshawski returns to confront 
a list of felonies as long as your arm, even 
if your arm is holding a rifle.

A quiet walk with the dogs she shares 
with her 92-year-old neighbor, Sal Con-
treras, turns eventful when one of them 

slips the leash and takes off to nose out what turns out to be an 
unconscious young woman, beaten and burned. Thankfully, the 
Jane Doe, who murmurs only one semi-intelligible word, nagyi, 
is still alive, but Sgt. Lenora Pizzello, of the Chicago PD, has lots 
of questions for Vic, beginning with why her dog was unleashed. 
Thoroughly rattled by the experience, Vic has trouble pivoting 
to the elderly members of Congregation Shaamar Hashomayim 
when their synagogue is vandalized. A possible savior to the 
problems of the impoverished community seems to emerge, 
but in fact Brendan “Corky” Ranaghan, senior partner in Klon-
dike Financial Services, is merely interested in becoming a silent 
partner by purchasing their building and doesn’t mind throwing 
out vague threats to help them make up their minds. Back at 
the hospital from which the Jane Doe has managed to escape 
wearing the clothes of Ariadne Blanchard, her roommate, Hun-
garian-born janitor Jan Kadar, who overheard her in conversa-
tion with an unidentified visitor, is found murdered, followed 
shortly by Ariadne. Meantime, Brad (ne Branwell) Litvak, the 
son of Vic’s old friend Donny, has approached her with more 
halting suspicions, and she runs repeatedly and unprofitably 
into Lt. Scott Coney, who seems determined to add her to his 
long list of excessive-force complainants. Paretsky ties this 
rapidly expanding bolus together with such an assured sense of 
inevitability that fans may overlook the relative lack of surprise.

Not just murder, but adultery, hate crime, fraud, elder 
abuse, police misconduct, and dysfunctional families. Enjoy.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   5 3

THREE DEBTS PAID
Perry, Anne
Ballantine (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-35873-3  

In Perry’s latest Daniel Pitt mystery, 
the young barrister and his friends grap-
ple with a serial killer terrorizing London.

It’s a cold, wet February in 1912 
London, and the forecast calls for mur-
der. A thorny assault case has landed on 

Daniel’s desk, and the second casualty of the so-called Rainy-
day Slasher is now in the morgue being examined by Daniel’s 
friend Dr. Miriam fford Croft, a newly minted pathologist. 
Lena Madden, the second victim, like the first, Sandrine Ber-
nard, was in her 20s. Like Sandrine, Lena was viciously stabbed, 
and part of her index finger on her dominant hand was severed. 
Soon, a third body, that of middle-aged banker Roger Haviland, 
is found, similarly mutilated. All the crimes occurred during 
blinding rain, in late afternoon or evening darkness. The police, 
spearheaded by Daniel’s fellow Cambridge alum Inspector Ian 
Frobisher, focus their investigation on what, if anything, con-
nected the three in life. Much prevarication ensues as Frobisher 
and his ad hoc team of Miriam; her boss, Dr. Evelyn Hall; and 
Daniel mull over whether or not the murders could have been 
random, committed by more than one person, copycat crimes, 
etc. The only commonality that emerges, in an information def-
icit seemingly intended to enhance suspense, is that each vic-
tim had been, at one time or another, a Cambridge student. Two 
were acquainted with suburban vicar Richard Rhodes and his 
wife, Polly, who also have Cambridge ties. An apparent red her-
ring is Daniel’s new case defending Cambridge history professor 
Nicholas Wolford, who, in a scuffle over a groundless accusa-
tion of plagiarism, broke his accuser’s nose and jaw. Much back-
story about Miriam’s and Dr. Eve’s struggles to succeed in a field 
closed to women, and many interviews among and between the 
above characters, warmed by those English creature comforts 
of tea, shortbread, and coal fires, drain tension from the story 
until the hurried and minimally foreshadowed close.

Appealing mainly for well-rounded characters, not plot.

MUDDLED THROUGH
Ross, Barbara
Kensington (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-49673-569-0  

Murder strikes too close to home for 
a boomerang daughter in Maine.

It’s bad enough when someone 
trashes Lupine Design, the pottery shop 
where her sister, Livvie Ramsey, works. 
When Julia Snowden learns there’s been 

a murder in the shop’s basement, though, that’s a step too far. 
Because she never did manage to find a winter job after coming 

home to help out with the Snowden Family Clambake, her fam-
ily’s summer-only enterprise, she’s got plenty of free time. And 
ever since Gus, her landlord, reclaimed the cottage he’d rented 
her to house his out-of-town relatives, she’s been living back 
home and sharing companionable dinners of “refrigerator soup” 
with her mom, so she’s got no household to run. Of course she’s 
going to investigate, especially since the police seem to regard 
Zoey Butterfield as their prime suspect. The owner of Lupine 
Designs had good reason to want cranky old Phinney Hardison 
out of the way. He opposed her on practically everything, from 
the Busman’s Harbor pedestrian mall to the music she plays in 
her studio, which is part of the Main Street shop they share. But 
Zoey is just too creative, smart, and kindhearted to have killed 
Phinney, especially in a location that pointed a finger marked 

“guilty” directly at her. Julia has only to take time off from 
charming every eligible bachelor in Busman’s Harbor, as well as 
a few from away, to save her new friend by finding the real killer.

Proof that even the underemployed can get the cozy sleuth 
itch.

DEATH CASTS A SHADOW
Skalka, Patricia
Univ. of Wisconsin (208 pp.) 
$24.95  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-29933-870-1  

A wealthy widow seeks help for her 
love-struck niece.

Door County Sheriff Dave Cubiak 
has a lot on his mind. His impending 
first trip back to his hometown of Chi-
cago with his teenage son, Joey, is sure 

to bring a host of complicated memories. It’s just after Thanks-
giving, which means that winter weather is coming to this iso-
lated Wisconsin peninsula. But when he sees a chauffeur-driven 
Rolls-Royce pulling out of his driveway, he learns the true depth 
of his problems. Regina Malcaster has called on Cubiak’s wife, 
Cate, to ask a favor. She’s concerned for her niece, Lydia Mal-
caster, a widow who’s being romanced online by an old friend 
of her late husband’s. Regina smells a rat but can’t get Lydia to 
listen. After putting it off as long as he can, Cubiak visits Lydia 
and immediately understands Regina’s concern: Lydia’s never 
even seen James Dura, her online suitor, in person, but she’s 
already plunked down more than $40,000 for her share of an 
around-the-world cruise with him. Before the sheriff can check 
out Dura’s bona fides, Lydia’s found dead after what looks like a 
fall down the stairs. His worry grows when Tracey Fells, Lydia’s 
housekeeper, disappears along with her brother, Bobby. Inves-
tigating what might not even be a crime isn’t the sheriff ’s forte, 
but he follows his gut to get his man.

Such a small cast makes it hard to generate much suspense, 
but Skalka’s brisk pace keeps the pages turning.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“Proof that even the underemployed can get the cozy sleuth itch.”
muddled through
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THE DROWNING SEA
Taylor, Sarah Stewart
Minotaur (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-25082-665-7  

Now that she’s quit her job as a homi-
cide detective on Long Island, Maggie 
D’arcy assumes her long summer vaca-
tion in West Cork will be free of past 
entanglements. As if.

Maggie’s 17-year-old daughter, Lilly, 
instantly spots a spectral figure in the window of the cottage 
they’re renting on the grounds of Rosscliffe House with Mag-
gie’s sweetie, history professor Conor Kearney. The logical 
candidate is Dorothea Reynolds, a governess to the children 
of the Crawford family, who vanished from Rosscliffe Manor 
in 1973. Maggie and Conor’s landlady, Lissa Crawford, a painter 
who grew up in the manor but sold the big house, is unhappy 
because she thought Dublin banker Lorcan Murphy and local 
builder Sam Nevin would refurbish the place, not turn it into 
a hotel. The customary squabbles between haves and have-
lesses are upstaged at least briefly by the discovery on Crescent 
Beach of the late Lukas Adamik, a Pole who worked for Nevin 
before he too went missing. The news of his death, which every-
one hopes will provide closure for his girlfriend, Zuzanna Brol, 
instead serves as a prelude to her own drowning. Did she fall, or 
was she pushed? Though DS Ann Tobin of the Garda Síochána 
is mourning the fatal overdose of her son, she seems perfectly 
competent. Even so, Maggie can’t resist taking time out from 
fretting about Conor’s ex and Lilly’s romance with Lukas’ friend 
Alex Sadowski to ask a few questions, and then a few more. The 
two women uncover a diffuse web of intrigue that implicates so 
many suspects it’s a relief when one of them is finally arrested.

So many crimes and misdemeanors that you’ll need a score 
card. Nice local color, though.

THE ATLAS SIX
Blake, Olivie
Tor (384 pp.) 
$17.41  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-250-85451-3  

Dangerous intrigues and deadly 
secrets swirl around six ambitious young 
magicians competing for entry into a 
secret society.

In a world very much like our own, 
except that a certain percentage of 

humanity is born with magical powers, six extraordinarily 
gifted people in their 20s are invited to train for membership in 
the Alexandrian Society, which has carefully and somewhat sur-
reptitiously preserved centuries of priceless knowledge since 
the (apparent) burning of the Library of Alexandria. At the end 
of one year, five of the six will be initiated into the Society, and 
the reader won’t be surprised to learn that the sixth person isn’t 
allowed to quietly return home. As the year advances, the can-
didates explore the limits of their unique powers and shift their 
alliances, facing threats and manipulations from both within 
and outside of their circle. For most of its length, the book 
appears to be a well-written but not especially revolutionary 
latecomer to the post–Harry Potter collection of novels featur-
ing a darker and more cynical approach to magical education; 
these books include Sarah Gailey’s Magic for Liars, Marina and 
Sergey Dyachenko’s Vita Nostra, and Lev Grossman’s Magicians 
series. Blake also offers a significant dash of the older subgenre 
of students joining a mystical cult requiring a sacrifice, as in 
Elizabeth Hand’s Waking the Moon and Robert Silverberg’s The 
Book of Skulls. The character-building is intense and intrigu-
ing—such an interior deep dive is practically de rigueur for a 
story of this type, which depends on self-discovery—but the 
plot doesn’t seem to be going anywhere surprising. Then, the 
book’s climax devastatingly reveals that Blake was holding her 
cards close to the vest all along, delicately hinting at a wider plot 
which only opens up fully—or almost fully—at the end, when it 
shoves the reader off a cliff to wait for the next book.

A well-constructed prelude to what promises to be an 
interesting series.
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THANK YOU, NEXT
Christopher, Andie J.
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-20006-3  

Alex Turner sets out to uncover why 
all her exes find true love right after dat-
ing her and reunites with her first love in 
the process.

Divorce attorney Alex is uninter-
ested in marriage. But when she sees 

her most recent ex and his new fiancee on reality TV picking 
out a wedding dress, she looks up her other exes and notices 
a troubling trend—they all seriously committed to the person 
they dated after her. Wanting to know why, Alex decides to 
track them down and ask. When Alex’s old friend Will Hark-
ness, a celebrity chef, finds out about this harebrained scheme, 
his protective instincts kick in and he insists on coming along. 
Alex and Will have spent their adult lives mostly avoiding each 
other, ever since Will rejected Alex when they were teenagers. 
They’ve remained tied to each other, though, through their 
mutual love for Lexi, a legendary jazz musician who happens 
to be Alex’s grandmother and was once briefly married to Will’s 
father. Alex and Will both had tumultuous relationships with 
their parents, but Lexi was their rock. Now, buried feelings are 
springing up between Alex and Will, but with so much history 
and drama between them, they have to decide if it’s worth tak-
ing a risk on love. The story takes a while to find its groove, but 
readers who stick with it will be rewarded with Christopher’s 
trademark brash, honest humor and an enticing, angst-y, push-
pull romance as the leads learn to be more vulnerable, trusting, 
and communicative.

A rocky start, but humor and heart win in the end.

A LADY FOR A DUKE 
Hall, Alexis
Forever (480 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-5387-5375-0  

A second chance for a duke and his 
best friend.

The Battle of Waterloo changed 
Viola Carroll’s life, because everyone 
believes she died there. In fact, after 
recovering from her wounds, she made 

the bold decision to walk away from her inheritance and her 
title and into a new life: She was finally free to live as a woman. 
Unbeknownst to her, however, her best friend’s life was also 
changed by the loss of the friend he thinks he left on the battle-
field. Justin de Vere, Duke of Gracewood, hides in the country, 

debilitated by symptoms of PTSD, terrible war injuries, and 
an addiction to laudanum and alcohol. His would be a solitary 
life except that he still serves as his sister Miranda’s guardian. 
When Miranda writes to Lady Marleigh, Viola’s sister-in-law, 
describing her brother’s decline over the past two years, Lady 
Marleigh decides that she and Viola (who now serves as her 
paid companion) must go save Miranda. Viola is terrified to 
travel, not only because Gracewood thinks his best friend is 
dead, but also because he’s never known her as a woman. When 
they arrive, Gracewood is depressed, drunk, and doesn’t real-
ize he already knows Viola, so she agrees when Lady Marleigh 
suggests she try to help him get better. From their respective 
hiding places, Viola and Gracewood find they share an unde-
niable connection; eventually Gracewood realizes he’s known 
Viola his whole life, and the best friends begin to fall in love 
despite the complications. Author Hall is a consistently beauti-
ful writer, but this story, the first in a new series, may be his best 
yet. The plot elegantly balances period details and classic tropes 
to create a queer love story with a pitch-perfect blend of reality 
and hope. Though the steamy intimate scenes are electric, the 
story’s momentum comes not from Viola and Gracewood’s slow 
burn but from the genuine emotional connections among a full 
cast of charming characters. Despite the centering of Viola and 
Gracewood’s love story, this is a book that celebrates the many 
ways people love and are loved. The story is complex and long 
but never lags, and readers will be glued to the book through 
the satisfying epilogue. As a bonus, Hall also wrote the funny, 
insightful discussion questions at the back, allowing readers 
space to dwell a bit longer on the story.

A groundbreaking and excellent queer historical romance.

CAN’T HIDE LOVE
Hodges, Cheris
Dafina/Kensington (384 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-4967-3193-7  

Two people who connect during a 
steamy vacation fling must decide if what 
they have is enough to last when they 
cross paths in the real world.

Alexandria Richardson’s life has 
been all about her family’s Charleston 

bed-and-breakfast, and it takes all three of her sisters nudg-
ing her before she finally agrees to take some time out for 
herself on a singles’ cruise. As far as Alex is concerned, she’s 
just looking forward to some rest, relaxation, and poolside 
romance reading; she’s not counting on winding up com-
pletely drenched when a handsome stranger decides to 
cannonball into the water right next to where she’s loung-
ing. Wesley Prescott’s attitude has always been work-hard-
but-play-harder, and when he spots Alex on the cruise, he 
becomes motivated to win her over at any cost, swerving 
hard into wooing mode. The two quickly launch into an 
exciting and spontaneous affair, but they also agree that 
when it’s time to dock at the end of the trip, they’ll go their 
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“A groundbreaking and excellent queer historical romance.”
a lady for a duke
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separate ways. That all changes when Wes shows up at the 
Richardsons’ B&B as the architect who’s been hired to help 
them give the place a facelift. Alex and Wes are forced to con-
front the sexual chemistry that still simmers at every shared 
glance—as well as the lingering feelings between them. This 
is the fourth book in the Richardson Sisters series, and some 
of the references to the previous books veer a bit close to 
infodumps. Still, Hodges’ latest is packed full of humor 
and endearing, relatable family dynamics. The romance is 
engrossing, though the late-stage misunderstanding feels 
more contrived as a plot device than effortlessly positioned.

A warm, entertaining installment of an ongoing family 
saga.

SET ON YOU
Lea, Amy
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$14.40 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-33657-1  

Competitive gym users go from ene-
mies to lovers.

Curvy Chinese American “fitsta-
grammer” Crystal Chen can’t stand 
the new Chris Evans look-alike at her 
gym, especially since he’s been violating 

workout etiquette: ignoring signs that a rack has been claimed 
by another person, hogging the water fountain, and getting in 
the way of her training sessions with clients, not to mention 
blocking her camera as she’s recording her exercise routines. 
Then she’s caught off guard when a heated exchange about her 
cellphone—she thinks he stole it to get on her nerves—turns 
into a make-out session in the men’s locker room. But Crys-
tal has a bigger surprise in store when she finds out that her 
grandmother has gotten engaged and that her intended is the 
grandfather of the Squat Rack Thief, aka Scott Ritchie, Boston 
firefighter. To make matters worse, Scott may have a girlfriend, 
a figure skater. Despite the many bumpy starts, Scott and Crys-
tal finally get past their initial misunderstandings to explore 
the romantic sparks between them. It seems like the perfect 
relationship for the homebody, gym-loving duo—till Crystal’s 
fear of being cheated on rears its head. Just as the couple tackle 
that issue, Crystal’s carefully constructed sense of identity 
comes crashing down thanks to online fatphobia. In this debut 
novel, author Lea explores the challenges of a woman learning 
to respect herself while realizing that the social media version 
of body positivity, though the core of her Instagram brand 
and philosophy, may not be the ideal route to happiness. With 
some amusing dad jokes and come-on lines, several steamy and 
romantic sex scenes, and nonstereotyped portrayals of a bira-
cial family, the novel has real promise. But a first-person narra-
tive that dwells on the heroine’s hang-ups may not be everyone’s 
cup of tea, and Crystal’s judgmental behavior toward others also 
clashes with her criticism of those who resort to reductive ste-
reotypes. Though Crystal works to overcome the paradox and 
her internal dialogue and Instagram posts about body identity 

and White beauty standards earn her points, the drama feels a 
bit drawn out.

A rom-com that tries to hit serious notes about sizeism, 
racism, sexism, and online toxicity.

AMERICAN ROYALTY
Livesay, Tracey
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-308450-6  

An American rapper called Duchess 
falls in love with the queen’s grandson 
the Duke of Wessex.

Danielle “Duchess” Nelson is the 
world’s most prominent rapper, but she 
chafes at the constraints placed on her by 

her manager, her fans, and the press. She dreams of leaving rap 
behind to focus on further expanding the line of skin care prod-
ucts she developed for Black women. When a malicious White 
singer tries to ride Dani’s coattails to fame, the media frenzy 
disrupts Dani’s chance to sell her business to a cosmetics con-
glomerate. Frustrated, Dani accepts an invitation to perform at 
a concert being hosted by the royal family, an event designed to 
bolster the Crown’s image in the public eye. His Royal High-
ness Prince Jameson, the Duke of Wessex, has managed to live 
a quiet life as a philosophy professor, but he’s forced into the 
spotlight when the queen orders him to fulfill his duty by acting 
as host of the concert. Determined to keep the paparazzi from 
Dani, the queen’s event coordinator asks Jameson to host her at 
his country estate. Jameson and Dani give in to their undeniable 
attraction, believing they can have a secret affair before return-
ing to the limelight in London. The story is clearly meant to 
appeal to readers looking for Meghan and Harry energy, but the 
plot drags due to unorthodox pacing. The love interests don’t 
meet for the first 100 pages. Instead, the opening focuses on 
how they each crave autonomy, but the problems introduced 
during this protracted exposition disappear in the heat of their 
affair. Dani’s character is interesting and complex, but the 
development of the relationship is rushed, especially compared 
to the almost unbearably slow start.

An appealing, modern premise stutters and then sprints 
but never becomes a cohesive whole.

THE SIZZLE PARADOX 
Menon, Lily
St. Martin’s Griffin (304 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-2508-0123-4  

Two best friends fake date to try to 
discover the perfect formula for love.

Not only is Lyric Bishop unlucky in 
love, but she’s beginning to feel like a 
fraud. She’s in her penultimate year at 
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Columbia as an experimental psychology doctoral student, and 
her focus on sexual chemistry should make her a pro at dating. 
But other than the fact that she’s a self-proclaimed “picky bitch,” 
she can’t seem to solve her biggest problem yet: the Sizzle Para-
dox. Lyric rates her romantic and sexual partners by the Sizzle 
Paradox Scale—scoring elements like “pre-sex sexual chemistry” 
or “initiation to kiss”—but the more she’s into a guy, the less 
chance they have at a healthy, committed relationship, hence 
the paradox. Everyone thinks that she should date her hot best 
friend and roommate, Kian Montgomery, but hooking up with 
him would be a “disaster of civilization-ending proportions.” 
Lyric and Kian “live and thrive” in the friend zone, and neither 
of them would ever do anything to ruin their bond. Besides, 
Kian is a total lady’s man and goes through women like “sheets 
of paper,” though he’s starting to become bored with the no-
strings-attached lifestyle. So when Lyric’s thesis reaches a road-
block, Kian volunteers to tutor her with a few fake dates to help 
them both crack the Sizzle Paradox once and for all. Menon’s 
latest novel follows the unbeatable rom-com blueprint of laugh-
out-loud moments (“I scowl at him; he doesn’t need to make 
it sound like I’m some repulsive species of sea cucumber”) and 
sweltering sex scenes (“Everything about him is an aphrodisiac: 
his voice that’s barely a rumbling growl in the dark like thun-
der on a steamy night”). While at times Lyric can prove frus-
tratingly clueless and immature when faced with her romantic 
prospects, readers will no doubt find her and Kian’s friendship 
endearing and their blistering chemistry unmistakable.

A 5 out of 5 on the romance scale.

FAKE IT TILL YOU BAKE IT
Wesley, Jamie
St. Martin’s Griffin (336 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-250-80185-2  

A reality TV show star falls in love 
with an NFL player who also owns a cup-
cake shop.

Jada Townsend-Matthews has never 
quite figured out what she wants to do 
with her life. Her high-powered family 

thinks she’s a failure, never appreciating how her dyslexia made 
school nearly impossible. Her latest brilliant idea—being a con-
testant in a Bachelorette-style TV show to launch a career as an 
influencer—failed when she turned down the proposal in the 
final episode. She slinks home to San Diego, determined to avoid 
the social media firestorm she created, only to discover that her 
meddling grandmother has arranged a job for her at Sugar Blitz, 
a cupcake shop co-owned by three NFL players. Donovan Dell 
didn’t enter into the bakery business on a lark; he’s determined 
to have a retirement plan in place, knowing that football careers 
are short. The cupcake business has stagnated, though, and he 
and his partners are at a loss for how to right the ship. Donovan 
is drawn to Jada. She’s effortlessly charming with customers and 
implements several improvements that bring in new business. 
When the paparazzi discover Jada and Donovan cozily working 

together, it boosts foot traffic, visibility, and profits in the store. 
The two agree to pretend to date in order to keep the bakery in 
the spotlight. This is a straightforward, low-conflict romance. 
Jada and Donovan are good for each other and easily overcome 
any obstacles by working together. When Jada’s family treats 
her unkindly, Donovan is her staunch defender; meanwhile, her 
charm and spontaneity are the perfect counterbalance to his 
deep-seated need for control and stability.

A romance that delivers on the sweet, sugary premise of 
the title.
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“A romance that delivers on the sweet, sugary premise of the title.”
fake it till you bake it



nonfiction
IN THE HOUSES OF THEIR 
DEAD
The Lincolns, the Booths, and 
the Spirits

Alford, Terry
Liveright/Norton (304 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-63149-560-1  

A tale of two historically prominent 
families who shared a fascination with 
spiritualism.

That John Wilkes Booth killed Abraham Lincoln on April 
14, 1865, is universally known, but no member of either family 
had met until that day—despite the fact that two Booth broth-
ers and their father were nationally known actors and the Lin-
colns had attended their performances. Historian Alford cuts 
back and forth among the lives of Abraham and Mary Lincoln 
and Junius Booth and his sons Edwin and John Wilkes without 
ignoring lesser-known members of both families. Faithful to 
his theme, Alford reminds readers that 19th-century America 
was rife with superstition, and all of his subjects possessed ele-
ments of the true believer. Lincoln, for example, “refused to 
become the thirteenth person at a table once,” and the deaths 
of spouses and children were a common obsession. “Quasi-reli-
gious in nature,” writes Alford, “spiritualism held that the dead 
were nearby.” Skeptics abounded, and everyone agreed that 
many mediums were charlatans, but believers had no doubt that 
some could summon the dead. Although a skeptic about some 
aspects of spiritualism, Lincoln attended séances and some-
times praised the mediums, but he did not take them seriously. 
This was definitely not the case with his wife, Mary, devastated 
by the deaths of two children, her husband, and then another 
child; she remained a devoted spiritualist to her dying day. With 
a father and three sons on the stage, the Booths were no strang-
ers to torment, mental illness, and personal tragedy, and they 
indulged in anything that might relieve their misery—although 
alcohol competed effectively with the occult. In the end, spiri-
tualism contributed little to American politics of the time or 
even to theatrical history, but it preoccupied a good portion of 
the population. Nonetheless, even history buffs will find new 
information in Alford’s sympathetic examination.

Niche history but a good read.
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

SAVING FREUD 
The Rescuers Who Brought 
Him to Freedom
Nagorski, Andrew
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 23, 2022
978-1-982172-83-1 
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EXPLORER
The Quest for Adventure and 
the Great Unknown

Allen, Benedict
Canongate (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-78689-623-0  

A veteran traveler and filmmaker 
chronicles his adventurous life.

In his latest book, Allen (b. 1960) 
discusses what being an explorer means 

to him and attempts to set the record straight about the 2017 
headlines that reported him missing in Papua New Guinea. He 
begins by recalling a childhood captivated by stories of faraway 
lands and voyages of discovery across the centuries. Regarding 
early explorers, he writes, “they seemed to feel it keenly; the 
sense that something in themselves or the world was missing.” 
Although he touches on other trips, Allen focuses mostly on his 
time spent in PNG, candidly sharing his memories and diary 
entries from the time. During his first trip there in the 1980s, he 
developed a close relationship with the Kandengei people and 
participated in a rite of passage involving the “Crocodile Nest,” 
which they believe transforms boys into men. On a return trip, 
the author had an encounter with the Yaifo people, which he 
believes is the last tribe to have no contact with the outside 
world. After coming to the realization that he “was seeking 
something that lay beyond an ever-receding horizon,” Allen 
made the decision to return home, settle down, and start a fam-
ily. At the same time, he felt regret for leaving the Yaifo people, 
believing that they were soon to experience their “dying days.” 
Three decades later, the opportunity arose for him to return 
to PNG to help create a documentary for the BBC. Before 
the trip was cut short, Allen learned that the Yaifo people may 
have survived after all, and he felt compelled to complete his 
journey, returning to PNG alone. At this point, Allen took on 
unnecessary risks and was initially reported as missing. How-
ever, his intentions become apparent as he recounts his experi-
ence and addresses the media hype surrounding his “rescue” by 
helicopter.

A compelling story about the need to satisfy one’s yearn-
ings at all costs.

ZERO GRAVITY
Allen, Woody
Arcade (216 pp.)
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-956763-29-4  

A tired blend of putatively comic sto-
ries old and new, and good luck telling 
them apart.

Once a regular in the New Yorker, 
from which many of these pieces (the 
most recent from 2013) are gathered, 

Allen serves up stories that will make readers long for his 

Without Feathers heyday. The jokes are thin, the puns obvious 
and labored unless you crack up at character names such as 
Al Capon, “a small-time egg baron.” Many stories center on 
showbiz types, often has-beens struggling to remain relevant 
or even employed. In that poultry-lashed yarn, for instance, 
the narrator recounts a “circus geek whose specialty is eating 
a live chicken” playing before a barnyard of birds, one of whose 
members, “flapping and squawking uncooperatively, managed 
to vitiate all pathos.” In one of many creepy moments, Allen’s 
protagonist describes himself as “a supplicant who has yet to 
achieve double digits when it comes to bedding the juicy gen-
der,” by way of prelude to a Hollywood carnal encounter featur-
ing “the sleek, white-jacketed Chinese houseboy, Hock Tooey.” 
A later story hinges on the prospect of an orgy, a bit of shtick fit 
for 1960s-era Playboy, while another tale that plays on the rac-
ist “Confucius Say” trope—see the Chinese houseboy above—
is a flat-out embarrassment. The most current reference is to 
Brad Pitt, who, an impresario hopes, will play opposite to “a 
hot blond biologist…kind of an Eve Curie but with a great rack” 
who “wears a tight white lab coat” and “the black bikini under-
wear she got as a gift from her peers for making the Nobel short 
list.” One of the book’s rare winning bits involves a man “rein-
carnated as a lobster” and latching onto Bernie Madoff ’s nose. 
Read the whole thing as an anachronism that belongs on the 
cutting-room floor circa Love and Death, and you’re on the mark.

Zero gravitas, zero laughs—satisfying only to the most 
die-hard of Allen fans.

STARS AND SHADOWS
The Politics of Interracial 
Friendship From Jefferson to 
Obama
Ambar, Saladin
Oxford Univ.  (272 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 1, 2022
978-0-197-62199-8  

A searching history of interracial 
friendship and cooperation throughout 
American history.

George Washington’s farewell address is “tinged with the 
presumption of racial homogeneity as a prerequisite of national 
unity,” writes political science professor Ambar. The U.S. was 
racially diverse then and is even more so now, and we diverge 
today along a number of axes—food, religion, customs, eth-
nicity—that hold us apart. Ambar examines key instances 
that speak to the ability of people to reach across those lines 
of separation to form friendships. Although Frederick Doug-
lass and Abraham Lincoln, to name one of Ambar’s examples, 
seem to have genuinely liked each other, there was also a quid 
pro quo in their relationship. Perhaps the least successful of 
these case studies involved the efforts of Benjamin Banneker, 
a freed Black man, to forge a relationship with Thomas Jef-
ferson, which would allow him to argue intellectual equality 
between races. Banneker, a surveyor who help lay out the plat 
of Washington, D.C., was unable to sway Jefferson, who replied 

“A compelling story about the need to 
satisfy one’s yearnings at all costs.” 

explorer



Though I appreciate the artistry 
of the form, I’ve never been a com-
ic-book guy. However, since my 
early days at Kirkus, I have come 
to love full-length graphic nonfic-
tion, whether memoir, biography, 
history, science, or popular culture. 
(I’m a big fan of graphic novels, as 
well, but that’s a topic for another 
day.) From Maus to Fun Home to 

Asterios Polyp, there’s something 
truly special about the perfect mix of text and illus-
tration. Indeed, the first Kirkus Prize for Nonfiction 
went to Roz Chast’s Can’t We Talk About Some thing 
More Pleasant? and Kristen Radtke’s Seek You was a fi-
nalist for last year’s prize. 

For whatever reason, in the past few years I haven’t 
seen as many works of graphic nonfiction, so I try to 
highlight the extraordinary books when I can. This 
April, I have two recommendations, both of which 
received starred reviews.

First up is Rhea Ewing’s Fine: A Comic About Gen-
der (Liveright/Norton, April 5), which our review 
calls “a timely, educative, and vividly rendered il-

lustrated portrait” of gen-
der identity. In addition to 
their own story, Ewing inter-
weaves the experiences of 50 
other individuals varying in 
age, race, and gender. The 
book is both intimate and 
wide-ranging, as Ewing “ably 
explores the complexities 
and difficulties of expressing 
gender in terms of sexuality, 
health care, visibility, lan-
guage, and bathroom choic-
es, and the elegant graphic 

format affords the author ample room to develop 
their themes visually.” The author is a compassion-
ate and informative guide to issues that continue to 
be misunderstood or ignored, creating a “vital, rich-
ly textured resource for anyone seeking a better un-
derstanding of gender identity.”

Just as informative and enlightening is Two Heads: 
A Graphic Exploration of How Our Brain Works With 

Other Brains (Scribner, April 26), written by neurosci-
entists Uta and Chris Frith and their son, children’s 
book author Alex Frith. Il-
lustrated by Daniel Locke, 
the book leads readers on an 

“inspirational scientific voy-
age that highlights the im-
portance of collaboration,” 
according to our reviewer. 
While most popular science 
books about the brain focus 
on the mechanics of a single 
brain, Two Heads shows us 
that “brains function differ-
ently and better in connec-
tion with other brains and that collaborations with 
others usually produce superior results compared to 
results achieved when working alone. Furthermore, 
the more diverse the collaborative teams, the better.”

The Friths are unquestionably well qualified to ex-
plain the endlessly complex systems involved in neu-
roscience and social connection; anyone doubting 
the gravity of their work can Google their impressive 
credentials and consult the 15 pages of notes at the 
end of the book. As the authors note, “it might not 
look like one, but this is intended to be a proper ac-
ademic work. All the studies described are real, and 
all the findings described have been published in vari-
ous papers, journals, and books. We don’t think any 
are from graphic novels, sadly.” Expressive, colorful, 
and precise, Locke’s illustrations “clarify challeng-
ing issues involving, among other topics, autism and 
schizophrenia; in-groups and out-groups; how the 
brain can function like a hive of bees; and the delete-
rious effects of the failure to connect.” If you’re seek-
ing a thorough and accessible introduction to your 
brain, look no further.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

graphic nonfiction

Leah O
verstreet
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in letters that he was in principle in favor of “raising the condi-
tion both of their body and mind to what it ought to be”—ought 
to be if Blacks were free, that is—but was otherwise reluctant 
to abandon the White supremacist stance into which he was 
born. Other friendships were more successful, if still reflec-
tive of their time: Ralph Ellison and Shirley Jackson enjoyed a 
great literary friendship, but it had to be mediated by Jackson’s 
husband since “You didn’t write to another man’s wife.” Elea-
nor Roosevelt and Mary McLeod Bethune, Gloria Steinem and 
Angela Davis, Marilyn Monroe and Ella Fitzgerald, all round out 
the possibilities of racial amity, at least among the cultural and 
political elite. Closing his illuminating study, Ambar writes, “we 
cannot disavow friendship’s role in making over our democratic 
republic.”

A welcome case that all of us should just get along—and 
work hard to do so.

THE FIGHT TO SAVE 
THE TOWN
Reimagining Discarded 
America
Anderson, Michelle Wilde
Avid Reader Press (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-5011-9598-3  

Arresting examination of how poverty-
stricken cities are reinventing themselves.

Stanford Law School professor 
Anderson offers a corrective to bigoted narratives portraying 
cities as toxic boondoggles, showing how postindustrial decline 
blurred many complex factors. “Places of citywide poverty,” she 
writes, “help document the cause and consequences of widen-
ing inequality….This is a book about four places, for the sake 
of many others.” The author presents historically rooted exami-
nations of Stockton, California; Detroit, Michigan; Lawrence, 
Massachusetts; and Josephine County, Oregon. She focuses on 
community activists redefining grassroots efforts after decades 
of disinvestment. As Anderson demonstrates, during the Great 
Recession’s foreclosure crisis, stricken local governments navi-
gated state programs for survival. “In the face of all these hard-
ships,” she writes, “advocates in the four places profiled in this 
book found a way forward.” Each of the author’s detailed urban 
narratives is compelling. Stockton “has mostly lost its better-
paid manufacturing jobs” following decades of redlining and 
segregation, and local officials slashed spending between 2008 
and 2011. Violence spiked but has been countered by commu-
nity activism and new policing approaches. In rural Josephine, 
a “rough and tumble” place with fortunes tied to the volatile 
timber industry, Anderson tracks “a grassroots movement in 
favor of new taxes in one of the most anti-government places 
in America.” In the former textile city of Lawrence, the author 
links forgotten labor activism to a traditional openness to 
immigrants, who now struggle with service-economy jobs: 

“Lawrence’s public and private leaders have done what immi-
grants are known for: form tight social networks and look out 

for the people in them.” Finally, Anderson looks at the better-
known narrative of Detroit, focusing on the devastating decline 
of African American homeownership. The author’s discussion 
is complex, though the impact of her arguments is lessened by 
the repetitive aspects of these narratives of place. Nonetheless, 
it’s a welcome study of life in late-capitalist America.

An ambitious, empathetic work documenting community-
building versus political intransigence and racial strife.
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MY LIFE IN THE SUNSHINE
Searching for My Father and 
Discovering My Family
Ayers, Nabil
Viking (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-29596-0  

A biracial drummer and music indus-
try entrepreneur reflects on his life and 
attempts to reconnect with his legendary 
jazz musician father.

Ayers’ Black father, Roy, had always been “a mythical fig-
ure who barely exist[ed] in real life, but who always exist[ed] 
through his music.” His mother, a Jewish convert to the Baha’i 
faith, went out with Roy three times before asking him to get 
her pregnant. He agreed, on the condition she raise the baby 
alone. Roy’s absence did not diminish the happy, though some-
times impoverished, life that Nabil shared with his mother and 
her musician brother, who helped care for Ayers. Like his father 

and uncle, the author gravitated to music, eventually learning 
to play the drums. His eclectic musical tastes, which ranged 
from jazz to rock and new wave, reflected his background as 

“a racially mixed kid.” Ayers and his mother moved from New 
York City to Salt Lake City, where he decided on a career as a 
professional drummer despite knowing that his favorite bands 
on MTV were White. “The stars I admired didn’t have Afros,” 
he writes. “I began to worry mine would hold me back.” It was 
around this time he developed interests in bands that blended 
a variety of styles, and he went on to play for the Lemons and 
Alien Crime Syndicate and open a successful West Coast indie 
music store. When Ayers returned to New York to become a 
music industry executive, he attempted to contact the elusive 
father he had seen only a handful of times, but their relation-
ship never amounted to more than a few often disappointing 
visits. Nonetheless, DNA testing and essays he published on 
racial identity allowed the author to find other members of 
Roy’s family, who accepted him with open arms. In a moving 
and candid memoir, Ayers memorably probes the meaning of 
family while offering unique insight into the racialized world of 
the American music industry. 

A searchingly eloquent memoir of music and family.

THE BOOK OF MINDS
How To Understand 
Ourselves and Other Beings, 
From Animals to AI to Aliens
Ball, Philip
Univ. of Chicago (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  July 15, 2022
978-0-226-79587-4  

A journey into the concept of the 
mind, mixing neurology, philosophy, 
technology, and other disciplines.

Although everyone has a mind, few experts agree on its 
makeup. Ball, longtime editor at scientific journal Nature and 
author of Patterns in Nature and other books, delivers a fine 
investigation of the possibilities. He points out that early cul-
tures awarded “mind and motive” to everything: rivers, rocks, 
trees, weather, gods. Regarding modern conceptions of “minds” 
in nature, the author writes, “our habit of treating animals as 
though they are dim-witted humans explains a great deal about 
our disregard for their well-being; giving them fully fledged, Dis-
neyfied human minds is only the flipside of the same coin.” We 
use our minds to experience the world, but we can only under-
stand the mind by using the mind. Yes, it’s tautological, but few 
readers will object to Ball’s efforts. Traveling the world and 
talking to experts, the author has learned that the mind is not 
the same thing as consciousness. The mind has been called the 
software of the brain, but that brings up artificial intelligence, 
a sore subject with computer scientists, many of whom have 
discarded the notion that brain function can inform AI devel-
opers. Despite impressive advances in neurophysiology, “we can 
examine the brain as a biological organ all we like, but we still 
can’t get inside the mind it helps create, and see what is going 

“An in� uential 
religious leader 

confronts Jewish 
tribalism in this 
spiritual guide....  

A compelling, 
progressive 

reorientation of 
an ancient faith.”

—Kirkus Reviews

This book investigates Judaism at its best—
and sanest. It strips away outdated and 

harmful beliefs that have accrued over the 
centuries and returns to the essential truths 

that are too-often ignored in favor of tradition, 
tribal identity, or the claims of the powerful.

MONKFISH 
BOOK PUBLISHING COMPANY

Paperback ISBN 978-1-948626-65-1

“A searchingly eloquent memoir of music and family.” 
my life in the sunshine



on.” On the positive side, he adds, consciousness is intimately 
involved, perhaps even synonymous. The mind maintains con-
sciousness as “a uniquely human ability to build and sustain a 
picture of ourselves as autonomous entities with a history and 
identity.” By the halfway point, it’s clear that Ball is writing a 
book as much about consciousness as the mind. Many of his 
topics are among the hottest in neuroscience today, explored 
by scores of academics and popularizers such as Oliver Sacks, 
Antonio Damasio, and Daniel Dennett. Building on their theo-
ries and others, Ball makes a useful addition to the literature. 

A difficult subject lucidly illuminated, if not fully explained.

DO THE WORK!
An Antiracist Activity Book
Bell, W. Kamau & Kate Schatz
Workman (176 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-523-51428-1  

An anti-racist interactive workbook 
leads readers through a journey of self-
reflection, education, and activism.

Bell is a Black comedian, direc-
tor, creator of CNN’s United Shades of America With W. Kamau 
Bell, and the ACLU Artist Ambassador for Racial Justice, and 
Schatz is a sought-after queer feminist activist, public speaker, 
and author of Rad American History A-Z, among other books. 
Throughout, humorous dialogues between the authors frame 
the many useful activities. The authors define terms, reflect 
on personal experiences, and anticipate objections to engag-
ing in activism that could come at a personal cost. Interspersed 
between these interactions are activities ranging from cross-
word puzzles and word searches to spaces for reflection and 
planning. The text also incorporates a variety of graphics—e.g., 
an iceberg illustrates the unseen effects of White supremacy, 
and a jukebox displays possible responses to racist comments. 
In the final section, the authors address the emotional impact 
of anti-racist activism, encouraging readers to reflect on their 
fears about taking part in anti-racist activities and to create 
strategies for making amends if and when they make mistakes. 
Bell and Schatz intend for readers to finish the book with the 
ability to identify their privileges (“unearned access to social 
power accorded by the formal and informal institutions of soci-
ety to ALL members of a dominant group”), define anti-racism, 
and have a plan for a variety of circumstances, including discuss-
ing race with children, reducing dependence on policing, and 
safely participating in public protest. Overall, the narrative is 
practical and accessible, balancing historical context with self-
reflection and direct action. The dialogues between the authors 
are informative, frank, and vulnerable, creating a safe space for 
both learning and taking risks. While the authors introduce the 
book as being for people of all races, the text itself feels more 
relevant to White people than people of color. 

An entertaining resource for anyone seeking genuine 
engagement with anti-racist activism. 

MY OLD KENTUCKY HOME
The Astonishing Life and 
Reckoning of an Iconic 
American Song
Bingham, Emily
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-525-52079-5  

An author and historian with roots 
in Kentucky traces the fraught history of 
the song “My Old Kentucky Home.”

Bingham interweaves several narratives in her explora-
tion of American composer Stephen Foster’s famous song. 
The author traces the song’s history and how it evolved from 
a tale of an enslaved Black man to a sanitized, nostalgic look 
at plantation life. She follows the story of Foster, who died 
young but became known as “the father of American music.” 
Bingham chronicles how Kentucky’s identity evolved from 
that of a state whose soldiers fought mostly for the Union 
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to one whose official song presents an elegiac portrait of 
Southern life. She plumbs personal reminiscences of her own 
family, from a Confederate ancestor to her crusading liberal 
father, who ran the Louisville Courier-Journal. Bingham deliv-
ers many sections of fierce cultural criticism of the White 
appropriation of Black music and laments how the song has 
become embedded in the psyche of Kentuckians. It’s a lot to 
hang on one song, and the results are mixed. Many readers 
will wish for a more in-depth musical analysis of what makes 

“My Old Kentucky Home” so compelling. Given the author’s 
privilege within an influential Kentucky family, some read-
ers may be put off by implied criticism of Black leaders who 
endorsed the song and Black musicians who have played it. 
In this piece of her analysis, Bingham gives inadequate credit 
to the predicament of Black Americans trying to make their 
ways in a White world. This book is clearly a labor of diligent 
scholarship, conviction, and repentance for the author, who 
has apologized for her family’s slowness to respond to Black 
concerns when they owned the newspaper. Her conclusion 
that Black Americans decide the fate of the song should be 

the final word; only they can truly understand the weight of 
the history and what it means today.

A well-researched but uneven mixture of history, memoir, 
and cultural criticism.

THE ISLANDER 
My Life in Music and 
Beyond
Blackwell, Chris with Paul Morley
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-982172-69-5  

A memoir of a singular music mogul, 
his record label, and an era before rock 
became so corporate.

Early on, Blackwell identifies himself as “a member of the 
Lucky Sperm Club,” hailing from a mixed aristocratic blood-
line reflective of his native Jamaica. Before music even enters 
the story, he recalls being punched by Errol Flynn and hanging 
out with Ian Fleming. Both had eyes for the author’s mother 
(Fleming modeled Pussy Galore on her), and both were partly 
responsible for popularizing the romantic notion of Jamaica as 
a unique tourist destination—as would Blackwell and his Island 
Records via their promotion of reggae music, especially Bob 
Marley and the Wailers. Writing with Morley, Blackwell chron-
icles how he straddled the cultures of London and Jamaica and 
how an indifferent student with few career prospects learned 
the music business from the ground up—stocking jukeboxes, 
paying close attention to what was drawing the crowds on 
Jamaican sound systems, and then delving into the process of 
recording, producing, and releasing music on his own label. He 
took his passion for Jamaican music back to England, where the 
breakthrough R&B/ska hit by teenager Millie Small, “My Boy 
Lollipop,” helped establish Blackwell as someone who could 
help emerging talent. The author went on to champion a young 
Steve Winwood and, later, U2. Though not a musician or stu-
dio technician, Blackwell showed a knack for putting people 
together in settings where magic might happen—and then rec-
ognizing it when it did. A wide variety of artists flourished at 
Island—from Tom Waits to Marianne Faithfull, Robert Palmer 
to Grace Jones—and Blackwell continued to demonstrate 
his originality in an increasingly stale industry. Yet Island was 
caught in the middle—too big to be a true indie, not big enough 
to compete with the majors—and Blackwell became a casualty 
of corporate consolidation.

Living well is the best revenge, and the author has lived 
very well indeed. Highly recommended.

FOUR ESSENTIAL PRACTICES

TO HEAL AND DECLUTTER

ISBN  9781952692154

“This book embodies groundedness and inner wisdom. 
  It’s a beautiful collection that will change your life.”

—ALEXANDRA ELLE, author of After the Rain and How We Heal

“A memoir of a singular music mogul, his record label,  
and an era before rock became so corporate.” 

the islander



IMMIGRATION
An American History
Bon Tempo, Carl J. & Hasia R. Diner
Yale Univ. (416 pp.) 
$40.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-300-22686-7  

A multicentury examination of the 
drama of immigration.

Historians Bon Tempo and Diner 
offer a detailed survey of immigration, 
from Colonial times to the present, 

focusing particularly on the “economic forces, political struc-
tures, and familial and personal imperatives” that led men and 
women to leave their homes and settle in a new land. These 

“voluntary immigrants,” the authors acknowledge, tell a story 
different from that of enslaved Africans, who were brought 
against their will. While the particular conditions that impelled 
people to journey to America changed over time, all immigrants 
hoped to find a better life for themselves and their children. The 

Founding Fathers saw White, European immigrants, regard-
less of religion, as vital to the new nation’s economic growth. 
By the early 19th century, though, some lawmakers feared that 
poor immigrants would burden taxpayers, a concern that would 
reverberate later. At times, the authors reveal, potential immi-
grants faced strictures against leaving their home countries. In 
1788, for example, Britain “banned the emigration of skilled 
artisans from Ireland.” From 1820 to 1920, America experienced 
a huge wave that swelled the immigrant population from 1.4 
million in the 1840s to 6.3 million in the 1910s. Many were not 
escaping religious oppression or dire poverty; rather, they were 
middle class but saw few opportunities at home. Men often 
came first, establishing themselves before sending for wives and 
children. After first locating themselves in ethnic communities, 
they moved rapidly across the expanding nation. The authors 
examine the racial, religious, and political persecutions that 
caused immigration as well as the racism and xenophobia that 
many encountered when they arrived. Over the years, changing 
immigration policies have reflected fears that particular groups 
of immigrants posed a threat to economic security and national 
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In case anyone forgot, the past two years have been a re-
minder of just how hard it is for a woman to have children and 
get any work done. In her new book, The Baby on the Fire Escape: 
Creativity, Mothering, and the Mind-Baby Problem (Norton, April 
26), biographer Julie Phillips examines the role motherhood 
played in the lives of painter Alice Neel; writers Doris Lessing, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, Audre Lord, Alice Walker, Angela Carter, 
Susan Sontag, Toni Morrison; and many others.

A few of the stories are well known, but Phillips fleshes 
them out and complicates them. Yes, Lessing left two young 
children behind when she moved from Rhodesia (now Zim-
babwe) to England, but letters she wrote to a friend reveal the 
conflicts she had with her ex-husband as she tried to spend 
more time with them before she left. Penelope Fitzgerald, mar-
ried to a lawyer with a drinking problem, struggled to support 
her family and didn’t publish her first book until age 58.

A.S. Byatt once said that Fitzgerald was a genius, and “ge-
niuses are not nice people.” Mothers are supposed to be nice 
people, so how to square that circle? Phillips, who won the Na-
tional Book Critics Circle Award for James Tiptree, Jr.: The Dou-
ble Life of Alice B. Sheldon (2006), has been exploring the lives 
of women writers for years; she’s now working on a full-scale 

biography of Le Guin. We spoke over Zoom from Amsterdam, 
where she lives with her partner, Jan van Houten, and two chil-
dren, Eise, 23, and Jooske, 20. This conversation has been ed-
ited for length and clarity.

Your own experiences as a mother and a writer clearly 
informed the book, but it’s not a memoir at all—you 
barely mention yourself.
I was just so curious about other people’s experiences. And in 
some ways, I felt like my experience didn’t compare with theirs, 
partly because I live in a country that has subsidized day care 
and health care, and it’s much, much easier to survive with a kid. 
And I had a really supportive partner, so it wasn’t the kind of 
fraught space for me that it is for a lot of people. My experience 
was more like Ursula Le Guin’s—being a mother actually made 
a happier space for me to work in; it was a nice solid emotional 
base for me where I could go out and deal with the scariness of 
writing from this place of certainty about what I was doing and 
whether I was needed in other parts of my life. It was nice to 
have something I thought I was good at.

How did you approach writing the book, which includes 
minibiographies of so many different women? 
It took me a long time, because first you have to research ev-
erybody’s life. There are a lot of books of biographical essays 
that do such a good job on where women come from and their 
careers—a book like Sharp [by Michelle Dean], about women 
critics, that’s a book that I really love about how their careers 
and their personal lives intersect. But you need an extra layer of 
intimacy to talk about motherhood, you need to do research 
in personal papers, you need to go looking for things you don’t 
find anywhere else, because it’s not something that people talk 
about. And that was the other biggest part of my problem, I 
think, just not knowing how to think about motherhood in a 
biographical way. How to take what often amounts to a bunch 
of anecdotes and turn it into a story of someone’s life. 

A biographer explores the role of motherhood in the lives of 20th-
century women writers and artists
BY LAURIE MUCHNICK

Elie M
ystal
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A lot of the recent writing about motherhood, which is re-
ally great and really exciting, by people like Jenny Offill and-
Sheila Heti, Sarah Manguso, Kate Zambeno, there’s a whole 
list—and The Argonauts [by Maggie Nelson], of course—they’re 
all talking about this really immediate experience, what hap-
pens in the first year, what’s the process of getting used to 
being a mother. So this incredibly complicated process has b 
een intensely documented in recent years, but then the whole 
course of somebody’s life, where they are not only becoming 
a mother, but then moving on, and then the next phase, and 
how they deal with their vocation, and what the problems were. 
And they all had trouble with the empty nest, which surprised 
me. I realized that this was a missing piece of the story.

It was interesting that you chose women who were old-
er. The youngest is Alice Walker, who was born in 1944. 
I really wanted whole lives, to see how that played out. And I 
wanted to do the 20th century partly just for time unity, be-
cause it’s not one of those books where people knew each other.

Even though your subjects aren’t all connected, it felt 
like they were part of the same milieu. There were peo-
ple connecting them—Toni Morrison, Adrienne Rich.
Yeah, Adrienne Rich keeps coming in with some really great 
quotes. Allen Ginsberg keeps showing up. I didn’t put him in 
the Susan Sontag section, but Sontag knew him in Paris, and he 
was babysitting Diane di Prima’s kids, and he intersected with 
Ursula Le Guin. One of the great things I wouldn’t have found 
if I hadn’t gone into the papers was all these letters from Diane 
di Prima to Audre Lorde, and that made me realize how much 
their friendship was based on both mutual admiration and in-
fluence in their writing and also, you know, “Thanks a lot for 
the box of baby clothes.” Diane di Prima gave Audre Lorde a 
desk and published her first book of poems, and Audre Lord 
delivered Diane di Prima’s fourth baby! 

There are so many voices in the book, not only those 
of the women you write full chapters about. There are 
sections that are almost grab bags of quotes about 
motherhood.
I liked the idea of having so many voices because there are so 
many different ways to be a mother. And also I thought maybe 
this will be a useful resource for other people. In Tillie Olsen’s 
Silences, she has all these different quotes, partly from men si-
lencing women and partly from women about the experience of 
being silenced. And I read other books and essays all the time 
that still draw on those quotes, and I thought, I don’t know 
how well it works to read all these quotes, but maybe they will 
be useful for other people thinking about motherhood. And 
some of them are just really funny. 

This book is about motherhood, but virtually all the 
women you write about also had abortions. What ef-
fect did that have on their lives?
It was massively important for all of them. And not only be-
cause in a lot of cases it made their careers possible. They were 
almost all illegal abortions, and so there was this feeling of hav-
ing survived at all. But it also gave them a really strong sense of 
self-possession and self-determination that they had made this 
choice for themselves about their bodies and their future.

You also write a lot about contraception.
I didn’t really think that a book about mothering was going to 
be a book about contraception quite as much as it was, but it 
created drama in every single one of their lives—trying to get 
contraception, trying to have a plan versus unplanned babies. 
And to some extent, I put in a lot of information about contra-
ception to say: Don’t judge. Don’t judge Doris Lessing for having a 
kid at 20, don’t judge Susan Sontag for having a kid at 19, don’t judge 
women for getting into these situations because there weren’t a lot of 
other options. And the more abortion continues to be contested 
in the United States, the more I think it’s super important to 
realize that this whole generation of women writers in the 20th 
century simply would not have existed without effective con-
traception.

That sounds like the headline, Julie.
Unfortunately, like everything about motherhood, you should 
be able to take it for granted, but you can’t. You should be able 
to take for granted that there are books about maternal psy-
chology that actually look at it from a mother’s perspective and 
not a child’s, you should be able to take for granted that afford-
able day care should be available so that women can get their 
work done, you should take for granted that women can have 
all the support they need to have children if they want to have 
children and not to have children if they don’t want them. 

The Baby on the Fire Escape was reviewed in the March 1, 2022 
issue. 
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identity. The authors predict that in the future, an influx of ref-
ugees will result from the exigencies of climate change. Anec-
dotes highlight individual immigrants’ experiences, supporting 
the authors’ contention that “immigrants are like us.”

A comprehensive overview of newcomers to America.

TREE THIEVES
Crime and Survival in North 
America’s Woods
Bourgon, Lyndsie
Little, Brown Spark (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-316-49744-2  

A study of the causes and effects of 
timber poaching in North America.

Focusing on the Pacific Northwest, 
British Columbia–based writer and 

oral historian Bourgon, a 2018 National Geographic Explorer, 

investigates tree poaching in North America. Much of the 
author’s account focuses on the small logging town of Orick, 
California, the southern gateway to Redwood National Park, 
created in 1968. “While some pinpoint 1968 as the year Orick’s 
economic troubles began,” writes Bourgon, “it was only the 
start of a slow change that unfurled over the following decades, 
sowing the seeds of chronic unemployment, housing decline, 
and anti-establishment sentiment that smoldered before erupt-
ing across the Pacific Northwest in the Timber Wars of the 
1980s and 1990s.” While many assumed that the money the 
town lost from logging would be regained by tourism, it didn’t 
materialize. In 1976, the Department of Interior proposed 
expanding the park, a plan opposed by loggers. Many resi-
dents felt their concerns were being ignored in favor of those 
who wanted to protect the forests. “Though opportunities 
for work existed elsewhere,” writes the author, “a core group…
felt so connected to the region that they refused to move after 
the industry declined.” As a result, timber poaching became a 

“cultural practice” that reinforced their “once-shared heritage.” 
Through extensive research, interviews, and diligent boots-
on-the-ground reporting, Bourgon evenhandedly examines 
the many factors involved, including the effects of unemploy-
ment on timber communities, including substance abuse and 
increased crime rates; the ravages of timber poaching on the 
environment; and the challenges, fears, and dangers faced by 
law enforcement agencies attempting to capture and prosecute 
timber poachers. Bourgon also discusses timber poaching in 
other regions of the world, particularly the Amazon, noting the 
many similarities to the plight of the Pacific Northwest.

An enlightening and well-balanced account of the poten-
tial effects of environmental protections on local communities.

WAYS OF BEING 
Animals, Plants, 
Machines: The Search 
for a Planetary Intelligence
Bridle, James
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-374-60111-9  

How intelligence works beyond the 
human world and why it matters.

Bridle, an artist and philosopher with 
a keen interest in the impact of technology on contemporary life, 
explores the ways in which a broader and more accurate under-
standing of rationality must force us to reevaluate assumptions 
about the preeminence of humanity. In his survey of the intel-
ligence of plants, animals, and artificial intelligence, he synthe-
sizes an impressive range of contemporary scientific research 
while also drawing on Indigenous and non-Western ways of 
knowing that have long recognized the significance of nonhu-
man modes of thinking. Bridle champions a philosophical reori-
entation that would dislodge anthropocentrism in favor of an 
ethic of relationality, which encourages a responsibility to the 
teeming subjectivity of our environments. This is an accessible 

“A provocative, profoundly insightful consideration of
forms of reason and their relevance to our shared future.” 

ways of being



but also technically precise book, and it makes a remarkably 
compelling case for the universality of reason, the benefits to 
be reaped by acknowledging it, and the urgent need to do so 
given the reality of looming ecological collapse. “By expanding 
our definition of intelligence, and the chorus of minds which 
manifest it,” writes the author, “we might allow our own intelli-
gence to flower into new forms and new emergent ways of being 
and relating. The admittance of general, universal, active intel-
ligence is a necessary part of our vital re-entanglement with the 
more-than-human world.” Among the most revelatory of the 
chapters are those in which Bridle describes the intelligence 
of animals such as octopuses, baboons, and bees—and, even 
more startlingly, of various plants, whose sophisticated commu-
nication networks and mnemonic abilities have just begun to 
be fathomed by scientists. (For further reading on plant intel-
ligence and connection, check out Suzanne Simard’s Finding the 
Mother Tree and Merlin Sheldrake’s Entangled Life.) Intriguingly, 
Bridle also argues for the personhood of AI technologies and 
points to distributed computer networks as models for a more 
relational, egalitarian politics.

A provocative, profoundly insightful consideration of 
forms of reason and their relevance to our shared future.

BOYS AND OIL
Growing Up Gay in a 
Fractured Land
Brorby, Taylor
Liveright/Norton (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-324-09086-1  

Searching memoir of growing up gay 
in an uncomprehending place and family.

“Center is a place where people only 
end up,” writes poet and essayist Brorby. 

That little town—aptly named in standing nearly at the center 
of North Dakota, which in turn is nearly in the center of North 
America—is a place of taciturn farmers and bored teenagers, 
some of the latter of whom wind up dead, commemorated by 
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roadside crosses “if they were nice.” Now a writer and environ-
mental activist, Brorby was bookish and not terribly sports-
minded, marking him for bullying, though he took to fly-fishing 
early on and loved the outdoors. “My classmates played video 
games,” he writes, “worked on the family ranch, and didn’t 
escape to the musical world of western meadowlarks and ring-
necked pheasants.” Leaving Center for high school in the state 
capital and college and graduate school out of state provided 
an escape. All the while, the young author wrestled with iden-
tity and thoughts of suicide until landing on the answer that he 
would struggle to bring to his family: “I am gay—the shortest, 
most life-changing sentence a person can say. But it wasn’t really 
being seen by someone else that confirmed my gayness, it was 
my self-knowledge.” It was also, he learned, something his sister 
had long known and his grandparents readily accepted, though 
it was more difficult to negotiate a path to acceptance with his 
mother and father. In elegant chapters that often form stand-
alone essays, we see Brorby easing into his own skin, acknowl-
edging both the beauty and rough edges of his rural upbringing, 
and discovering that he is far from alone (he describes one small 

town as, perhaps improbably, “a gay Mecca”). In the end, he 
writes, “I no longer feel ashamed for the person I am,” a realiza-
tion hard won over the course of a well-crafted narrative.

A closely observed account of both landscape and self.

BUTLER TO THE WORLD
How Britain Helps the 
World’s Worst People 
Launder Money, Commit 
Crimes, and Get Away With 
Anything
Bullough, Oliver
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-250-28192-0  

A scathing portrait of the U.K. as 
a kind of ATM, maintained by servile bankers, for the use of 
nefarious characters around the world.

Continuing themes he sounded in Moneyland, Welsh finan-
cial journalist Bullough delivers a book that couldn’t be time-
lier given current efforts to impound the expatriated wealth of 
Russian oligarchs after the invasion of Ukraine. His argument 
is unsparing: that the U.K. “has spent decades not helping 
America but picking its pocket, undermining its government, 
and making the world poorer and less safe.” The vast financial 
complex known as the City of London, for example, rivals insti-
tutions of Zurich for keeping the ill-gotten gains of “some of 
the worst people in existence” tucked safely away. London is 
far from alone. Former outposts of the British Empire such as 
Gibraltar and Mustique do yeoman—no, butler—service in hid-
ing assets, laundering money, and offering casinos in which to 
gamble one’s fortune away. Seeing all this, Bullough writes, the 
U.S. long ago “copied Britain’s lax regulatory regime” to discour-
age dollar flight across the Atlantic, but even so, other nations, 
such as the Netherlands via Curaçao, “understood the profits to 
be made from gaming the system” and raised the stakes. Brit-
ain responded by further relaxing the rules, which is why places 
like the British Virgin Islands are now money havens for “North 
Korean arms smugglers, crooked Afghan officials, American 
tax dodgers, South American drug cartels, Kremlin insiders, 
corrupt football administrators and far too many criminals to 
name.” As Bullough writes in this eye-opening account, other 
U.K. entities seek new ways to serve, from “Scottish limited 
partnerships” to hidden accounts on Jersey, all of which help 
disguise money trails.

A stinging case for developing a regulatory regime to force 
the U.K. “to seek a different way to earn a living.”

“A scathing portrait of the U.K. as a kind of ATM, 
maintained by servile bankers, for the use of 

nefarious characters around the world.” 
 butler to the world
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THE COMMUNITY
A Memoir
Chisholm, N. Jamiyla
Little A (194 pp.) 
$24.95  |  June 1, 2022
978-1-5420-3739-6  

A journalist recounts the time her 
family spent living in a Muslim coopera-
tive known as the Community, a group 
rife with abuse.

When Chisholm was 14, she asked her 
mother, Ummi, about a recurring dream she had about being in 
a room full of women and girls “wrapped in monochromatic fab-
ric.” That day, her mother confirmed what the author had long sus-
pected: that her subconscious was reminding her of the trauma of 
two years spent in the Community, which was run by charismatic 
leader Imam Isa, aka Dwight York. Years later, as a freelance jour-
nalist, Chisholm investigated allegations against York, including 

“aggravated child molestation” and “sexual exploitation of children.” 

After talking to other women who were involved in the Commu-
nity, the author decided to interview her own mother about their 
shared past to uncover the truth about the family’s time in the 
Community in the late 1970s. In addition to uncovering painful 
personal memories about separation from her mother and abuse 
at the hands of her caretakers within the group, Chisholm seeks 
to understand her parents’ motivation for joining the group in 
the first place. One motive, she discovered, was a desire to escape 
pervasive anti-Blackness. “The Community,” she writes, “in all its 
conservative and extreme leanings, was essentially saying to any-
one with eyes that Black lives mattered….I understand my parents 
were molded by a world full of extremes and that they felt the way 
to surf it was to counterbalance with an extreme of their own,” she 
writes. “I believe to my core that they thought the Community 
would save us.” The author expertly balances passion with compas-
sion, and her vulnerability electrifies the often harrowing narrative. 
Though the prose is sometimes overwritten, with Chisholm rely-
ing too heavily on exposition, her story is valuable.

A heart-wrenching memoir about surviving a religious 
group helmed by an abusive leader.
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THE NEWLYWEDS
Rearranging Marriage in 
Modern India
Choksi, Mansi
Atria (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-1-982134-44-0  

A Dubai-based writer follows three 
couples in India as they pursue romantic 
relationships that subvert dearly held 
community norms.

In a village in the northern state of Haryana, Dawinder 
Singh, the Sikh son of a truck driver, fell in love with his 
neighbor Neetu Rani, the daughter of a well-respected fam-
ily in the village. When the two eloped, they sought the help 
of self-described “Love Commando” Sanjoy Sachdev, who 
swindled them out of their savings. In the western state of 
Maharashtra, Hindu Monika Ingle fell in love with Muslim 
Arif Dosani. When Monica became pregnant, she converted 
to Islam to secretly marry Arif and to circumvent the pub-
lic comment period associated with the Special Marriages 
Act that would have allowed their interfaith union. On the 
border of Telangana and Maharashtra, Reshma Mokenwar 
fell in love with her distant relative Preeti Sarikela. The 
two women pretended to live as sisters to protect them-
selves from India’s homophobic legal system. The families of 
these couples opposed the unions largely because they could 
serve to disrupt systems of class, caste, and religion that are 
designed to safeguard hierarchies of power. “The goal of mar-
riage is to cement those boundaries to ensure the survival of 
power hierarchies because we are a society that places greater 
emphasis on collectivism than individualism,” writes Choksi. 

“We derive our identities from the groups we belong to; our 
daily lives and our politics are arranged around them. When 
young people choose their own partners, we threaten order 
with chaos.” The author skillfully uses these human stories 
to highlight the dangerous trajectory of Hindu fundamental-
ism under the regime of current Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi. Her descriptions are rife with detail and, at times, 
truly lyrical. However, the couples’ stories end abruptly, ren-
dering Choksi’s overall argument difficult to discern and the 
narrative frustratingly open-ended. 

A moving and largely well-reported account of love in 
modern India.

ASIAN AMERICAN 
HISTORIES OF THE 
UNITED STATES 
Choy, Catherine Ceniza
Beacon Press (240 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 2, 2022
978-0-8070-5079-8  

An impressive new work about 
how major moments in Asian Ameri-
can history continue to influence the 
modern world.

In the first chapter, Choy, a professor of ethnic studies at 
the University of California, Berkeley, connects anti-Asian 
violence during the Covid-19 pandemic to a history of stereo-
typing Asian immigrants as carriers of disease. Later, she ties 
the erasure of Chinese railroad workers to the lack of Asian 
representation in popular media. Popular culture, she writes, 
has “played a formative role in portraying Asians as subhuman 
and superhuman threats.” Besides covering topics that are 
relatively well known, such as Japanese internment and the 
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the author also discusses his-
tories that have been largely erased, including the formation 
of Asian American groups supporting independence struggles 
on the Asian continent; the long history of Asian-Black soli-
darity, which dates back to “Frederick Douglass’s 1869 speech 
advocating for Chinese immigration”; and the passage of 
the misogynistic Page Act of 1875, which forced Asian immi-
grant women to prove that they were not prostitutes before 
allowing them entry to the U.S. Choy aptly characterizes her 
work as a fight against erasure and as an attempt to human-
ize Asian American immigrants whose invisibility so often 
exposes them to violence. “Asian Americans are in sight, but 
unseen. And this must change,” she writes. “Placing a human 
face on the Asian immigrant experience is one way to contest 
this vicious cycle of nativism.” In addition to being deeply 
knowledgeable, the author radiates passion and sincerity. Her 
inclusion of personal experiences infuses the narrative with 
an intimacy unusual for historical texts, and her experimen-
tal use of second person—most notably in the chapter about 
Japanese internment—cleverly sparks empathy in readers who 
might never have considered what it’s like to live through race-
based violence. 

An empathetic and detailed recounting of Asian American 
histories rarely found in textbooks.

“An empathetic and detailed recounting of Asian 
American histories rarely found in textbooks.” 

asian american histories of the united states



ONE TRUE SENTENCE
Writers & Readers on 
Hemingway’s Art
Cirino, Mark & Michael Von Cannon
Godine (240 pp.) 
$26.95  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-56792-713-9  

An enjoyable exploration of how 
Hemingway’s influence on American lit-

erature continues to be significant.
In A Moveable Feast, Hemingway gave a direct instruction 

to writers: “All you have to do is write one true sentence. Write 
the truest sentence that you know.” Find the essential truth 
of the story, and the rest will eventually follow—profound, 
yes, but surprisingly difficult to do. Cirino and Von Cannon, 
academics who share a special interest in Hemingway, have 
been pursuing this idea for years, especially via their One True 
Podcast. This collection brings together the best of the interviews 
and adds some other material. Each interviewee was asked to 
pick their favorite Hemingway sentence (although some pick 

a paragraph or several sentences) and explain what it means to 
them. Some examine a sparse, compact line. Others opt for one of 
Hemingway’s long, swirling sentences. This underlines the variety 
of Hemingway’s writing as well as his capacity to imply volumes in 
a few words. Several contributors discuss why Hemingway’s writ-
ing has endured, pointing to his focus on the evergreen themes of 
love, loss, and war. Others note the time and consideration that 
Hemingway put into his craft, with endless redrafting and rethink-
ing, as well as his embrace of a wide range of the human experience. 
As he demonstrated, writing is not, in fact, particularly difficult; 
doing it well and making it look easy, however, is. This is one of 
the keys to Hemingway: polishing the text until the effort seems 
to disappear and the authenticity shines through. This is summed 
up by a line that several writers point to as their inspiration—the 
concluding line from The Sun Also Rises: “Isn’t it pretty to think so?” 
Yes, it is. Ken Burns and Lynn Novick co-wrote the foreword, and 
contributors include Valerie Hemingway, Elizabeth Strout, Sher-
man Alexie, Paula McLain, Craig Johnson, Joshua Ferris, Russell 
Banks, and Pam Houston.

A valuable take on a canonical writer, highlighting how 
good work stands the test of time.
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HOW TO BE AUTHENTIC
Simone de Beauvoir and the 
Quest for Fulfillment
Cleary, Skye C.
St. Martin’s Essentials (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 16, 2022
978-1-250-27135-8  

Can a person try to be authentic?
Contrary to its popular character-

ization, existentialism has never been a 
philosophy of darkness and despair. Its 

preoccupation with death is better understood as the back-
ground that enables a passionate embrace of life. What, after 
all, is more life-affirming than the notion that a person can, 
within certain limits, make of herself what she will—that we 
can all be, in Simone de Beauvoir’s phrase, “poets of our own 
lives”? As in her previous books Existentialism and Romantic 
Love and How To Live a Good Life, philosopher Cleary inves-
tigates existentialism as part of a long tradition of individual 
empowerment. Centered around the life and writings of 
Beauvoir, Cleary’s latest offers life advice so practical that at 
times it can be difficult to tell the philosophical from the 
common-sensical. What Cleary and Beauvoir ask us to do 
is, first, acknowledge facticity—that is, the givens of our 
life (where and when we were born, and so on)—and, second, 
exercise our freedom to take responsibility for everything 
else: who we are and what we do. The challenges lie in the 
application of this framework. In chapters devoted to mar-
riage, aging, death, and the like, Cleary shows what it entails 
to take Beauvoir seriously. Some of the most moving passages 
in the book involve the author assessing her own life in these 
terms. In the chapter on self-sabotage, she describes turn-
ing “down being a guest on an important podcast because I’m 
afraid I won’t know what to say, or the words won’t come to 
me, or I’ll forget important points, or I’ll just sound stupid.” 
How refreshing to read a philosopher who achieves such 
vulnerability. Critical readers may object to Cleary’s overly 
broad conception of facticity and her superhero-strong 
sense of agency, but if they are wise, they will note these 
objections and then proceed to the business of taking good 
advice where they find it.

An informative book that inspires readers toward their 
authentic selves.

FIERCE LOVE
A Memoir of Family, Faith, 
and Purpose
Curry, Sonya
HarperOne (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-06-305148-5 

A memoir from the resolute matri-
arch of a tightknit, dynamic family.

In her debut, the author chronicles 
how her life of faith has buoyed her 

through good times and bad, including raising three children and 
founding a Montessori school. Curry begins with an episode of 
tough love: Her 14-year-old daughter, Sydel, pleads with her to 
attend a house party, but the house rules stand firm against it. It’s 
a grounding moment in a book that demonstrates the author’s 
resolve to do what’s right. She backtracks to her early years living 
in poverty in a cramped trailer with a funny yet tough, “badass” 
mother. Though they were harassed by a roving band of KKK 
members, her family found strength in their staunch Christian 
faith and in Curry’s devotion to a budding talent in sports. While 
in college at Virginia Tech in the early 1980s, she began dating 
then-basketball hopeful Dell Curry. When Dell was drafted by 
the Utah Jazz in 1986, their long-distance relationship continued, 
and she gave birth to her son Stephen in 1988. After marriage, two 
more children broadened the family. (Both Steph and his younger 
brother, Seth, are in the middle of successful NBA careers, and 
Steph is the all-time leader in three-point field goals made.) With 
bracing honesty and a wry sense of humor, the author details her 
semistructured “parenting on the fly” formula, and she articu-
lates her school’s unique curriculum of free-form education and 
Christianity. Throughout, the author is clear about her religious 
beliefs, quoting Scripture for direction and purpose and show-
ing how her faith has informed all her decisions, from shepherd-
ing her sons’ athletic ambitions to retiring from the school she 
founded. Though Curry and her family have faced challenges in 
recent years, the book ends in 2017.

Strength and candor mark this brisk, heartfelt story of 
faith, resilience, and, of course, basketball.

CULTS
Inside the World’s Most 
Notorious Groups and 
Understanding the People 
Who Joined Them
Cutler, Max with Kevin Conley
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(416 pp.) 
$29.99  |  July 12, 2022
978-1-9821-3354-2  

A collection of origin stories of real-
life villains.

“Everyone wants to believe in something or someone: a 
higher ideal, a god on earth, a voice from heaven, an intelligence 

 
“An informative book that inspires readers 

toward their authentic selves.” 
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When Lisa Z. Lindahl decided to join in on the 
jogging craze of the late 1970s, she was only hoping 
to develop a healthy habit. As she writes toward the 
beginning of Unleash the Girls, Lindahl was working 
a desk job, and she felt a need for more physical ac-
tivity in her life. As a result of her epilepsy, she often 
had a strained relationship with a body that might 
betray her with a seizure at any moment, and she’d 
never been great at group sports growing up. When 
she tried out running, she found it to be a wonder-
fully meditative and even spiritual practice that 
made her feel more at home in her body and posi-
tively giddy to break out in a sweat.

Except for one issue: her bras. No one seemed 
to have any ideas for women’s jogging apparel oth-
er than uncomfortable underwire bras. Lindahl and 
her sister bemoaned this issue over the phone in 
what would turn out to be a seminal conversation. 
Her sister was frustrated that Lindahl’s only tip to 
cope with painful breast movement while running 
was to wear a bra that was a bit too small, and she 
commented that there should really be “a jockstrap 
for women.” They laughed over the idea, but Lin-
dahl vowed to make what she christened the “jock 
bra” a reality.

“I hung up the phone, dwelling on the conversa-
tion and smiling at our repartee. It was true, though; 
the discomfort of breast movement and my ill-fit-
ting bra were something that could greatly diminish 
my joy of the run. I grabbed one of my spiral-bound 
notebooks and a pen, sat right down at the dining-
room table, and began to list the attributes of such 
a bra: minimize breast movement, have straps that 
wouldn’t slip off the shoulders, no chafing from the 
seams or clasps, be made of a light ‘breathable’ fab-
ric to minimize sweating.

“This ‘jock bra’ idea was taking shape in my mind. 
As I noodled out my list of attributes, I wondered—
could this bra be modest enough, ‘swim-suity’ 
enough, for me to actually take off my T-shirt while 
running? Wouldn’t that be amazing! The thought 
was tantalizing. But heaven knows, sewing was not 
part of my repertoire. I could design and build a 
stained-glass window from scratch, draw pretty 
much anything, take shorthand, and type quickly, 
but I’d practically failed my sewing class in eighth 

Tanya Boggs

A business memoir tells the story of an invention that changed the world
BY CHELSEA ENNEN

L i s a  Z .  L i n d a h l 
[ S p o n s o r e d ]



grade. So, of course, I turned to my friend Polly.”
Polly, unlike Lindahl, was a costume designer and 

expert seamstress, and the two of them teamed up 
to design what became the very first sports bra. Un-
leash the Girls is Lindahl’s business memoir not just 
about how jogging changed her life, but about how 
women can lift each other up by joining together 
and sharing their stories.

Lindahl, who splits her time between Charles-
ton, South Carolina, and Colchester, Vermont, has 
always been a writer. She carries a notebook around 
with her everywhere she goes, and while her sports 
bra company was taking off and her life was chang-
ing, she always processed her feelings by writ-
ing about them. She is also an accomplished artist, 
working in media like assemblage and monoprint-
ing as well as paint.

But some ideas need to be shared, and Lindahl 
feels passionately about using her writing to share 
a message with the world. “I wanted women, espe-
cially young women, to get a glimpse of what really 
happens in a life,” she says. “I say in the book that 
it’s not about sisterhood or brotherhood, it’s about 
our shared humanity.”

Unleash the Girls came from Lindahl’s strong be-
lief that women should tell their own stories, espe-
cially when it comes to seeking comfort and “re-
claiming their bodies,” despite what the wider 
culture dictates. Which, of course, was what the in-
vention of that first sports bra was all about, which 
also speaks to the current cultural conversation 
around “athleisure” and dressing for comfort. “Our 
ideas and conceptions around what’s proper are get-
ting challenged in a big way,” she says. “I think it is 
really about women figuring out what their authen-
ticity is, aside from anything sociopolitical.”

Lindahl’s career has spanned her work as a visual 
artist, her sports bra invention and resulting com-
pany, and her advocacy for other people living with 
epilepsy. While all these paths may seem totally dif-
ferent, Lindahl says her many identities and roles 
inform each other “all the time and in almost every 
way; you can’t keep them apart. It’s all about cre-

ation.” She believes that it’s important to honor any 
and all of her creative impulses, whether that means 
serving on the board of the Epilepsy Foundation of 
America or using what Kirkus Reviews calls her “sto-
rytelling skill” to write a book about finding the 
power to persist through challenges and find true 
beauty along the way.

Beyond sharing her story to help other women 
find their authenticity, Lindahl hopes her readers 
take that lesson and use it to build compassion for 
others. “What I hope comes out of this book is peo-
ple having greater forgiveness and compassion for 
themselves as well as others,” she says. She has a few 
more writing projects coming up, including another 
book that she describes as “much more of an inten-
sive memoir” than Unleash the Girls. She’s also work-
ing on developing a workbook to go along with her 
first book, Beauty as Action.

Unleash the Girls, as well as Lindahl’s other work, 
can be found on her website or through Amazon.

Chelsea Ennen is a writer living in Brooklyn. 
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beyond our own.” So begins Cutler, founder of Parcast Studios, 
writing with the assistance of former New Yorker editor Conley. 
Though “this appetite for belief ” often leads to “great things,” 
it can also be used by charismatic leaders to exploit others for 
their own desires and delusions. In a book based on the popu-
lar eponymous podcast, Cutler offers an introduction into the 
fascinating world of cult leaders, ranging from notorious mas-
terminds like Charles Manson, Jim Jones, David Koresh, and 
Marshall Applewhite to lesser-known figures such as Credonia 
Mwerinde, a high priestess in Uganda who was responsible for 
the deaths of hundreds of people in the name of her cult, the 
Movement for the Restoration of the Ten Commandments of 
God. The author seeks to understand the psychology of these 
leaders, how they wielded their manipulation tactics, and how 
the landscape of their particular sociopolitical milieu played a 
role in their crimes. The book is well researched and well orga-
nized. Cutler begins by chronicling each cult leader’s upbring-
ing and how they obtained their followers, then goes into detail 
about their crimes. Though often informative, much of the text 
reads like a podcast script: “Being a cult leader is a dangerous 
game, but judging from historical accounts, once one discovers 
the knack for it, it’s hard to stop the manipulations that give 
ultimate power over this life and the next until it’s far too late.” 
Cutler shows how this lust for power is what often leads to the 
demise of a cult leader’s followers, but his exploration leads to 
few new resolutions or revelations about cults in general. This 
makes the book a tantalizing read for true-crime neophytes but 
a slog for well-established readers of the genre.

True-crime fans should stick to the podcast.

MEMORIES OF A GAY 
CATHOLIC BOYHOOD 
Coming of Age in the 
Sixties
D’Emilio, John
Duke Univ. (248 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Sept. 9, 2022
978-1-4780-1592-5  

Unusual among today’s memoirs, this 
one is upbeat and generous spirited about 
its author’s early life and challenges.

In sparkling fashion, D’Emilio enters company with 
Alfred Kazin and A Walker in the City, the classic work that, 
in Polish Jewish immigrant tones, evoked the early years of a 
Bronx boyhood. D’Emilio, a Guggenheim fellow and noted 
historian of gay history in the U.S., writes about his early years 
as a son of the Bronx, but in Italian Catholic hues. Like Kazin’s 
book, this one sings a hymn to that particular borough and 
to the city as a whole. This is also a son’s tale of a close-knit 
family adapting to a new world with a mixture of love, aspira-
tion, loss, and tension. In D’Emilio’s case, the emergence of 
his sexuality in a particularly repressive era made growing up 
and adapting to American life even more complicated. While 
the author depicts his burgeoning gay sexuality with unusual 
ease, this part of him is by no means the only subject of this 

appealing book. He brings his Catholic family’s religiosity, the 
priests who taught and mentored him, and his own Catholic 
elementary schooling richly alive. He also offers a particularly 
affecting portrayal of one of Manhattan’s great Jesuit institu-
tions, Regis High School, where D’Emilio’s intelligence caught 
the attention of his teachers to the point where he considered 
becoming a Jesuit priest. Columbia University also takes cen-
ter stage as the site of his maturation as a scholar. During his 
undergraduate years in the tumultuous late 1960s, D’Emilio 
counseled fellow students about avoiding the draft and sought 
a conscientious objector deferment while working as an assis-
tant to Margaret Mead. The author’s compassionate spirit 
suffuses the text to such a degree that one hopes for a future 
continuation into his years as a professional historian.

A warm, humane coming-of-age memoir that delivers 
much more than its title suggests.

THE COLONY 
Faith and Blood in a 
Promised Land
Denton, Sally
Liveright/Norton (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-63149-807-7  

A multifaceted exploration of the 
Mormon communities that moved to 
Mexico to escape persecution in the 
1880s and their increasingly bizarre con-

nections to contemporary Mexican drug cartels.
Denton, the author of The Bluegrass Conspiracy and other 

acclaimed books, employs the 2019 murder of several young 
wives and mothers from the sister Mormon communities of La 
Mora and LeBaron as a point of departure to examine the tumul-
tuous history of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in 
the U.S. and along the border. (The author mostly uses the term 
Mormon throughout the text.) While driving in a caravan along an 
empty stretch of highway between the states of Sonora and Chi-
huahua, the young mothers were ambushed by members of rival 
cartels, executed, and burned in their cars. Clearly, they were tar-
geted because they belonged to Mormon fundamentalist break-
away communities in northern Mexico, many of which consisted 
of wealthy, landowning families in a very poor region, and there 
had been animosity over excessive water use for their prosper-
ous farms. But this is more than a modern true-crime story, as 
Denton reaches back into the history of Mormonism and finds 
a deep well of violence, including the Cain-and-Abel rivalry and 

“blood atonement” murders involving Joel and Ervil LeBaron 
from the 1970s to the 1990s and the Mountain Meadows Mas-
sacre of 1847, when a Mormon militant group murdered a travel-
ing party of 140 innocent immigrants and then tried to cover it 
up, “the worst butchery of white people by other whites in the 
entire colonization of America.” The author examines the mes-
sianic beginnings of Mormonism with Joseph Smith in the 1830s 
followed by Brigham Young and later highly flawed leaders, many 
suffering mental illnesses. Denton also dissects other elements 

“Thorough research and balanced reporting 
combine in a riveting investigation.” 

the colony



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   7 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

of the Mormon practice, including legacies of male superiority, 
female servitude, and forced polygamy.

Thorough research and balanced reporting combine in a 
riveting investigation.

DIRTY PICTURES
How an Underground 
Network of Nerds, Feminists, 
Misfits, Geniuses, Bikers, 
Potheads, Printers, 
Intellectuals, and Art School 
Rebels Revolutionized Art 
and Invented Comix
Doherty, Brian
Abrams (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-4197-5046-5  

A free-wheeling, frank account of the rise and fall of the 
underground comic scene. 

Doherty, a senior editor at Reason magazine and author of 
This Is Burning Man, serves up a tale of underground comix, 

“the ‘x’ to mark them as distinct from the mainstream comics 
to which they were in opposition.” Perhaps the best known of 
their creators is cartoonist R. Crumb, who, despite what today 
are considered “problematic” depictions of gender and race, has 
evolved into an artist taken seriously enough to exhibit at major 
museums. Doherty’s pioneering players share the idea that 
just as music and film were breaking free of conventions in the 
countercultural era of the 1960s, so comix, “born of smartass 
rebel kids,” could become revolutionary vehicles for the mores 
and attitudes of the day. A major difference was that music 
and film had big corporations behind them, while comix were 
largely homegrown, underfunded affairs. Crumb, through the 
pages of Zap! and other seat-of-the-pants magazines, became 
internationally famous. So did Art Spiegelman, who early on 

“realized he could not make himself draw something he wasn’t 
intellectually or emotionally drawn to for the rest of his life” 
and who began to imagine a Holocaust-era tale of cats and 
mice half a century ago, well before Maus brought him to main-
stream attention. Doherty pokes into every corner of the scene, 
recounting how the always entrepreneurial Stan Lee tried to co-
opt it with a Marvel sort-of-comix book and noting that where 
only a few male artists are remembered today, plenty of women 
such as Trina Robbins made great art and deserve more atten-
tion. While the author closes with a grim recitation of artists 
and publishers who fell victim to drugs, alcohol, or the various 
ailments of old age, he observes that comix exert cultural influ-
ence today.

Lively, well researched, and full of telling anecdotes; just 
the thing for comix aficionados and collectors.

NORA EPHRON
A Biography
Doidge, Kristin Marguerite
Chicago Review Press (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64160-375-1  

A journalist recounts the life of a 
groundbreaking director.

Few careers were as varied and 
successful as that of Nora Ephron 
(1941-2012). Born in New York City 

but raised in Beverly Hills, she graduated from Welles-
ley in 1962. Shortly thereafter, she moved to NYC to 
be a “mail girl” at Newsweek, where a member of the old 
guard told her, “Women don’t become writers at News-
week.” Of course, Ephron became much more, writing 
iconic essays for Esquire and New York magazine before 
publishing Heartburn (1983), an autobiographical novel 
about her torturous marriage to her second husband, Carl 
Bernstein. She then worked in Hollywood, first as the screen-
writer of Silkwood and When Harry Met Sally… before direct-
ing hits like Sleepless in Seattle. In a breezy narrative, Doidge 
summarizes Ephron’s career. Clearly a fan, she doesn’t always 
see the context around her subject. Ephron became a direc-
tor at age 50, an accomplishment that, according to Doidge, 

“helped us to see that it’s never too late to go after your 
dreams.” True, but it surely didn’t hurt Ephron to have grown 
up a “child of ‘the business’ ” with, among many other con-
nections, Oscar-nominated screenwriters for parents. Occa-
sionally, the author makes jarringly trivializing comments. 
For example, during the Cuban missile crisis, Ephron “was 
confronting a crisis of her own: how to emerge from behind 
the city desk to become the writer she’d always known she 
could be.” Later, she mentions “author John Gregory Dunne 
and his wife Joan Didion.” However, Ephron fans will appre-
ciate details of her struggles as a woman in a male-dominated 
industry. A perfectionist like most directors, she had trou-
ble getting the crew to bring her a specific brand of cream 
soda on the set of This Is My Life—she was passionate about 
food—and was flabbergasted when, on Bewitched, a prop man 
brought the wrong kind of muffins for a scene. Those were 
minor complaints, perhaps, but complaints that male direc-
tors wouldn’t have had to register.

A cheerful view of an acclaimed filmmaker.
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LOUD
Douglas, Tana
Harper360 (352 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Aug. 2, 2022
978-0-7333-4090-1  

An entertaining memoir from the 
world’s first female roadie.

During her many years in the busi-
ness, Douglas not only broke the rules, 
but trampled over them, and it’s clear she 
enjoyed every step of the way. She was a 

pioneer, carving a reputation for herself in a male-dominated 
business. Though occasionally self-serving and overly nostalgic, 
her memoir is fun, rollicking, and sometimes poignant. As the 
author recounts, she fell into her role by accident after running 
away from an oppressive home in Brisbane, Australia. At age 
16, she linked up with a bunch of guys who called their infant 
band AC/DC. Of course, that band would become legendary, 
but they began playing pubs and clubs. Needing a job, Doug-
las starting setting up amps and instruments. She graduated to 
overseeing cables and power systems and eventually worked 
for other bands touring Australia. This led to work in the U.K. 
and the U.S. with bigger and bigger acts. She had a knack for 
innovation, and she soon jumped into sound mixing and stage 
control. “If you want it done, ask a roadie,” writes Douglas. “It’s 
what we do.” Often the only woman on the crew, she did her 
share of partying, although she managed to avoid the dangerous 
side. She punctuates her account with sketches of the perform-
ers she encountered, although many have been forgotten as the 
music business moved on. Life on the touring circuit could be 
addictive. “If it doesn’t kill you,” she writes, “it’s one hell of a 
way to make a living!” For the author, the price tag was a chaotic 
private life, including the loss of friends to drugs or booze (the 
postscript includes a list). Through it all, Douglas survived and 
thrived, eventually becoming a respected logistics specialist for 
the entertainment industry. The book may not be for everyone, 
but it thrums with energy.

Candid and authentic, Douglas tells her remarkable story 
with strength and humor.

THE OFFICE BFFS 
Tales of The Office 
From Two Best Friends 
Who Were There
Fischer, Jenna & Angela Kinsey
Dey Street/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-06-300759-8  

Pam and Angela combine forces in 
a charming book about the massively 

popular TV show.
Fischer and Kinsey, co-hosts of the Office Ladies podcast, are 

engaging storytellers, and their often hilarious escapades as best 
friends make this joint tale fascinating for even the most casual 

fan of The Office. The chapter about the “Death Bus” episode 
(directed by Bryan Cranston), which nearly killed the entire 
cast, is laugh-out-loud funny, and Kinsey sums it up appropri-
ately: “Pie mends all things, including near carbon monoxide 
poisoning.” Mostly employing a dialogue format, the authors 
walk the line between a behind-the-scenes look at the land-
mark comedy and the desire to maintain the secrets they share 
with their friends. (That said, many readers would love to hear 
the R-rated “master class in 1980s Hollywood gossip” that the 
authors learned from James Spader.) For hardcore Office fans, 
Fischer provides personal insight into some of her—and the 
show’s—most important scenes, including her wedding and 
what she said to Steve Carell in their final scene together before 
he left the show. Kinsey discusses the fascinating mechanics of 
hiding her pregnancy on screen and how she and Rainn Wilson 
(Dwight Schrute) navigated their first make-out scene. In addi-
tion to numerous insider insights about the creation and film-
ing of the episodes, Fischer and Kinsey reveal much more about 
their friendship, their decision to launch their podcast—and 
a media company—together, as well as the struggles of being 
working mothers. Fischer writes about how she had to return to 
the show much faster than she wanted to after the birth of her 
son because, “in our business, there is no paid maternity leave.” 
Ultimately, the authors manage to make everyone feel like they 
are also one of their BFFs.

A smart, sweet look from inside The Office about how the 
show spawned enduring friendships and unexpected careers.

DIRTBAG, MASSACHUSETTS
A Confessional
Fitzgerald, Isaac
Bloomsbury (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-63557-397-8  

Down and out in rural Massachu-
setts, San Francisco, New York City, and 
Burma.

For a stretch in his 20s, Fitzgerald 
worked at an iconic biker bar in San Fran-

cisco called Zeitgeist. When business was slow, he read paperbacks 
from the used bookstore down the block. “All the big drinking 
books, by big loud men….Life could be tough,” he writes, “but it 
could also be the stuff of legend. Maybe I could write legends of my 
own, even though I was often too drunk to write anything down.” 
The author begins this collection of personal legends with a line 
that he’s been using for decades: “My parents were married when 
they had me, just to different people.” What’s more, they met at 
divinity school. In urban Boston, where his mother worked for 
the Catholic Church, the author experienced a happy but poor 
childhood. When he was 8, they moved back to the country, and 

“everything went to shit.” Fitzgerald’s anger and despair about the 
violence and chaos of the years that followed are so deep that they 
form a kind of bass line to the text, carrying through to the end. In 
between, the kid racked up some legends. “The True Story of My 
Teenage Fight Club” is exactly what it sounds like, as the author 

“Ultimately, the authors manage to make everyone 
feel like they are also one of their BFFs.” 

the office  bffs



describes the Fight Club–inspired group that got him and his bud-
dies through the last years of the 20th century. In the title essay, 
Fitzgerald chronicles his escape from his unpromising hometown 
for an elite boarding school. “Maybe I Could Die This Way” is 
about his stint volunteering with a Christian relief organization in 
Southeast Asia. “The Armory” describes the author’s employment 
in the porn industry, where he learned a lot about honest commu-
nication—which leads him back to his childhood. “Imagine if vio-
lent homes came with safe words,” he muses.

Fitzgerald unearths inspiration from dirtbags of all shapes 
and sizes, sharing it with sincerity and generosity.

ENJOY ME AMONG MY RUINS
Fitzgerald, Juniper
Feminist Press (128 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  July 12, 2022
978-1-55861-382-9  

A sex worker from Nebraska offers a 
series of vignettes illustrating her com-
plex relationships with motherhood and 
her past.

Rather than a linear narrative, Fitzger-
ald, author of the children’s book How 

Mamas Love Their Babies, bounces among times, places, and formats 
to tell her story. Some of the fragments are descriptions of her rela-
tionships with women, anecdotes that range from a description of 
a trauma her grandmother experienced in Appalachia to a memory 
of “nuzzling the soft spaces of [a former lover’s] neck” and missing 

“the way she speaks Greek when she doesn’t want me to know 
that she’s talking shit.” Other chapters are brief scenes: a gath-
ering of queer women on a feminist pornography set describing 
their experiences of motherhood while the author breastfeeds 
her new baby; the author reading her phone-sex clients “entire 
books on feminist theory” in order to pay her grocery bill. Else-
where, Fitzgerald presents transcriptions of her childhood diary 
entries, many of which are addressed to X-Files actor Gillian 
Anderson. Collectively, the pieces illustrate the unique story of 
a sex worker with a doctorate in sociology attempting to raise a 
child while grappling with her past experiences of sexual assault. 
The author alludes to—but does not expand upon—additional 
traumatic experiences, including giving birth to a stillborn child 
and struggles with addiction. At its best, this “kaleidoscopic” 
text glimmers with vulnerability and wit. Fitzgerald is a talented 
wordsmith, and many of the fragments read like poetry. The 
book leaves some central questions unanswered—most notably, 
why Fitzgerald’s family “threatened to kill” her—resulting in a 
text that leaves readers with a visceral stab of emotion rather 
than a clear picture of the author’s trajectory, purpose, or inten-
tions. Still, the author is a sharp observer and talented writer, 
and readers will hope for more work from her in the future.

A lyrical, innovative memoir about sex, parenting, and 
addiction.

ESCAPING GRAVITY
My Quest To Transform NASA 
and Launch a New Space Age
Garver, Lori
Diversion Books (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-63576-770-4  

A former deputy administrator of 
NASA (2009-2013) recounts her attempts 
to modernize the agency by enlisting the 
efforts of private business to cut costs 

and innovate.
In the prologue, Garver writes about how she received a 

death threat after speaking at a space conference, and much 
of the rest of the book details how she “made some powerful 
enemies” in the space establishment. In the first chapter, the 
author chronicles how she told Barack Obama, then a Demo-
cratic candidate for president, why she opposed extending the 
space shuttle program. She cited the cost, the failure of the pro-
gram to fulfill the goal of 40 to 50 missions annually, and the loss 
of two full astronaut crews. She recommended drawing on the 
ability of private companies to take on routine elements of the 
program, freeing NASA to focus on more pressing issues, such 
as climate change. Garver’s forthright critique led to her being 
asked to lead the NASA transition team in the event of Obama’s 
election. She accepted the offer, eventually winning the post of 
deputy administrator to astronaut Charlie Bolden. In her new 
position, she found herself up against not only the entrenched 
NASA establishment—the “cup boys,” named for their coffee 
cups bearing their military call signs—but also members of 
Congress determined to protect high-budget projects in their 
districts. In a hard-hitting text, Garver names names, gives 
details of the backroom deals she fought against, and generally 
portrays NASA as an egregious example of the military-indus-
trial complex. Nonetheless, she managed to smooth the way for 
emerging “space pirates” such as Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, and 
Richard Branson, whose reusable commercial rockets promise 
to allow NASA to shift to its real missions rather than spend-
ing taxpayer dollars to develop launch vehicles. Walter Isaacson 
provides the foreword.

A scathing memoir that shows the ugly side of NASA while 
offering hope for a better future for the space agency.

RAISING RAFFI
The First Five Years
Gessen, Keith
Viking (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-30044-2  

The early years of fatherhood re counted 
with humility.

Journalist, editor, and translator 
Gessen, co-founder of the journal n+1, 
gathers essays—previously published 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   8 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



8 2   |   1 5  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   |  

in the New Yorker and other publications—about fathering 
his firstborn son, Raffi, and finding his own identity as a par-
ent. Beginning with the process of arranging for his son’s home 
birth, the author chronicles nervousness, anxiety, fears, and 
worries, some that he realizes are common to all new parents, 
some that seemed to beset him in particular. Parenting manuals 
often spout contradictory views on care, feeding, and discipline. 
The effect of bilingualism on language acquisition, for example, 
is one issue about which experts often differ. Having come to 
the U.S. when he was 6, Moscow-born Gessen couldn’t decide 
whether to teach Raffi Russian: “the language of childhood, the 
language of love for children, the language in which my par-
ents and grandmothers had spoken to me.” Finally, he made 
an effort to do so, resulting in Raffi’s being able to understand 
some Russian but not to speak it. Choosing a school was a chal-
lenge. Among a few nearby schools, demographics varied, and 
after touring the schools, Gessen and his family—which now 
included a second son—moved to the school zone they thought, 
or at least hoped, would be best for Raffi. Most vexing was Raf-
fi’s behavior: He was given to violent outbursts, tantrums, and 
aggression toward other children. Gessen and his wife tried all 
manner of intervention and responses, none of which worked. 

“My biggest flaw as a parent was inconsistency,” he admits. “I 
wanted to be nice; I wanted to be empathetic; I wanted to be 
American.” Often he ended up erupting in anger, afraid that “by 
blowing my top too often, by not controlling my emotions,” he 
was modeling the behavior he so desperately wanted Raffi to 
stop. From being a “three-year-old terrorist,” Raffi evolved into 
a “willful, sometimes violent” 4-year-old; a stubborn 5-year-old; 
and an “adorable, infuriating, mercurial” 6-year-old.

A warm, candid parenting memoir.

SOMEWHERE WE ARE HUMAN
Authentic Voices on 
Migration, Survival, and New 
Beginnings
Ed. by Grande, Reyna & Sonia Guiñansaca
HarperVia (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-06-309577-9  

A genre-crossing anthology of work 
by undocumented or formerly undocu-
mented writers who migrated to the U.S.

In this collection, edited by Grande and Guiñansaca—self-
described migrants from Mexico and Ecuador, respectively—
diverse voices and experiences converge around common 
themes. An undocumented writer from Brazil, for example, 
conflates weight loss with the safety of invisibility from authori-
ties and control over her precarious life, while an undocumented 
Mexican American learns how to ski to hide her status from her 
Wall Street colleagues. A Bangladeshi immigrant remembers 
the nightmares they had while undocumented, and a Mexi-
can immigrant dreams of a lost friend as she negotiates her 
trans identity. Poets from Ethiopia and Iran remember escap-
ing structural violence, while a Nigerian American immigrant 

writes about the emotional violence she faced in her new 
American home. Several of the pieces purposefully subvert the 
narrative of American exceptionalism, most notably an essay 
penned by a Mexican deportee who wonders whether, after her 
entry ban expires, she wants to return to the U.S. The work is 
expertly curated, encompassing not only a variety of races and 
ethnicities, but also a wide swath of sexual and gender identi-
ties. Several of the pieces are formally inventive, including “& I 
Came the Way Birds Came,” by Jennif(f)er Tamayo, who artfully 
redacts sections of her narrative in a style that invokes govern-
ment censorship; and Bo Thai’s “Where Do We Go,” a work of 
striking visual art. Although no compilation can ever capture 
every immigrant experience, this expansive text captures more 
than most, incorporating exciting new voices with more estab-
lished ones and representing a truly kaleidoscopic range of lives. 
Though several pieces don’t rise to the level of the others, this 
is an important, instructive book. Viet Thanh Nguyen provides 
the foreword.

An innovative, artful collection of diverse, undocumented 
voices.

ARBITRARY LINES
How Zoning Broke the 
American City and 
How To Fix It
Gray, M. Nolan
Island Press (248 pp.) 
$30.00 paper  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-642-83254-9  

A study of zoning as an instrument of 
inequality—and deliberately so.

Former New York City planning offi-
cial Gray examines the “arbitrary lines” that mark zoning maps. 
In most of the country’s major cities, he notes, the least desired 
sort of construction is apartment buildings, since these typically 
serve poorer communities, often made up of immigrants or eth-
nic minorities. Because deed covenants are no longer politically 
acceptable, zoning authorities hide behind “a dizzying array of 
confusing and pseudoscientific rules” that touch on such things 
as setbacks, floor area ratios, room size, and the like. So it has 
always been: Gray observes that the first discernible zoning 
laws were meant to impede Eastern European Jews from set-
tling along New York’s Fifth Avenue. Modern zoning laws block 
not just the movements of people of color and of low income; 
they also stunt growth and innovation. Exclusionary rules make 
cities, which should be engines of innovation, unaffordable 
while immiserating the people who live there. Add to that the 
extraordinary requirements of many zoning laws about hous-
ing density and the location of shopping centers, and modern 
zoning condemns suburbanites to life in their cars. Examining 
the case of the zoning-free city of Houston, Gray convincingly 
presses the argument for rethinking and largely abandoning 
zoning laws as such, writing that these laws usually have only 
to do with “uses and densities on private land—nothing more, 
nothing less,” and are largely proscriptive and not prescriptive. 

“An innovative, artful collection of diverse, undocumented voices.” 
somewhere we are human



Instead, the author urges that precedence be given to planning, 
which is a different thing entirely, and a planning system that 
allows for the interlayering of different kinds of housing and 
other properties that will help make housing more affordable 
and available and more ecologically sustainable—“green down-
town apartments,” say, as opposed to “brown detached homes 
out on the edge of town.”

A welcome manifesto for rethought urban spaces and their 
outliers, bringing social justice into the discussion.

OUT OF THE CORNER
A Memoir
Grey, Jennifer
Ballantine (352 pp.) 
$30.00 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-35670-8  

An actor’s intimate self-portrait.
In a gossipy, lively memoir, Grey (b. 

1960) chronicles her evolving sense of 
identity—as a woman, actor, wife, and, 
most satisfyingly, mother—in what she 

calls an “ongoing coming-of-age story.” Born into an “extended 
family of Broadway royalty,” the daughter of actors Joel Grey 
and Jo Wilder, she was frequently uprooted between Los Ange-
les and New York, where her world was enlivened by her parents’ 
famous friends: actors, directors, artists, writers, activists, and 
even New York Mayor John Lindsay. “We lived in some extraor-
dinary places,” Grey writes, “among extraordinary, accom-
plished humans.” Determined to be an actor, she enrolled at 
the Neighborhood Playhouse School of the Theatre while, like 
many hopefuls, she worked as a server at a series of restaurants. 
Although she went out on plenty of auditions, she attributes her 
lack of success to her nose, which made her “not quite ‘pretty 
enough’ for the popular girl, but not awkward enough to pass 
for the loser.” Two roles charged her career: Matthew Brod-
erick’s sister in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off (1986) and Baby House-
man in Dirty Dancing (1987) with co-star Patrick Swayze. Grey 
recounts in detail the challenges of making and promoting Dirty 
Dancing, a movie that few had faith in—but that catapulted her 
to stardom. She is forthcoming about her many relationships, 
including with Broderick; Johnny Depp; an older director; a 
sexy hairdresser; and director and actor Clark Gregg, whom she 
married, recently divorced, and with whom she has a daughter. 
Grey has dealt with some severe health problems, drug and 
alcohol abuse, and persistent anxiety and depression. “Ambition 
had a strangely distasteful and negative connotation to me,” she 
writes, continuing, “I had never been a big fan of competition 
and was quick to avoid conflict.” Yet at the age of 50, she enthu-
siastically competed on Dancing With the Stars—and won.

A spirited look at stardom.

THEY SHOULDN’T HAVE 
KILLED HIS DOG
The Complete Uncensored 
Ass-Kicking Oral History of 
John Wick, Gun Fu, and the 
New Age of Action
Gross, Edward & Mark A. Altman
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-250-27843-2  

A collection of interviews, compiled, 
organized, and contextualized by two Hollywood insiders, on 
the John Wick series.

According to some critics and observers, the John Wick 
movies helped reinvigorate the action genre, with a unique 
blend of kinetic action, dark humor, and textured characters. 
In the latest collaboration by Gross and Altman, similarly 
structured to their books on Star Wars, Star Trek, and other 
franchises, many contributors refer to Wick’s forebears within 
the genre while acknowledging its innovative approach in nar-
rative and visuals. Significantly, the movie was made with an 
indie sensibility even though Keanu Reeves is one of Holly-
wood’s biggest stars. He had previously worked with Chad Sta-
helski, who co-directed the films: Stahelski had been Reeves’ 
stunt double in the Matrix franchise before opting for a differ-
ent role. The trigger event of the story was the element that 
set the first installment apart from the usual revenge-driven 
fare. The spoiled son of a crime boss, wanting to steal Wick’s 
car, callously kills a puppy given to Wick by his wife, who had 
recently died. Wick, a former assassin, digs up his guns to even 
the score, a journey that entails balletic fight scenes and a 
long trail of bodies. But this means Wick is drawn back into 
the world of blood, debts, and secrets, which plays out over 
the next two movies (at least one more is on the way). The 
writers, directors, and actors explain how the extended narra-
tive came together and how the astonishing action sequences 
were designed and executed. Even after the success of the first 
movie, Stahelski was aware that they were traveling in danger-
ous, uncharted territory, but they were willing to take some 
risky turns that, fortunately, led to the right place. Neverthe-
less, it would not have succeeded without Reeves’ capacity to 
give Wick depth and meaning.

A layered close-up look at an explosive series from the peo-
ple involved in the creation.
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BROWN NEON
Essays
Gutiérrez, Raquel
Coffee House (200 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-56689-637-5  

How do we map the terrains of love, 
land, and art?

In this debut essay collection, poet, 
critic, and educator Gutiérrez, who is 
based in Tucson, Arizona, engages these 

questions through stories of the borders that bind and those 
that break. The author divides the book into three sections—
love and kin, land and movement, and art and labor—and these 
three arteries contribute to a “relational map—to make, see, 
and share the worlds we could actually belong to if we could 
sustain the intimacy.” Gutiérrez shows us the work involved in 
sustaining such intimacies, with the relational maps taking on 
a variety of forms, including a queer family tree; a constellation 
of arts and performance spaces; a road trip in search of kin and 
connection; and encounters and reencounters with friends and 
lovers on the street, in the gallery, and on the dance floor. The 
author also delves into multiple forms of grief, bearing witness 
to the death of a beloved mentor, navigating various terrains of 
desire and heartbreak, and engaging with the wounds resulting 
from layers of erasure and dispossession throughout the South-
west U.S. and northern Mexico. Gutiérrez shows how their 
own body is also a map, binding together space and story. This 
mapping emerges not just through physical movement, but also 
through memory, history, and love and desire, providing the 
author and readers with “the privilege of knowing our way back 
home.” Through these points of encounter, borders—between 
states, countries, bodies, and identities—are created, imagined, 
encountered, and transgressed. When crossing the U.S.–Mex-
ico border, Gutiérrez writes, “I am a brown neon sign: aimless 
aging homosexual hipster with attachment issues.” While the 
text has a tendency to meander, readers who stick with it will 
fine a bold and brave debut collection from an intriguing new 
literary voice.

A probing, tender reckoning with space, place, and identity.

SEEN & UNSEEN
Technology, Social Media, 
and the Fight for Racial 
Justice
Hill, Marc Lamont & Todd Brewster
Atria (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-982-18039-3  

How the fight for racial justice has 
evolved in the era of “the rapid democra-
tization of technology.”

Hill, the host of BET News and Black News Tonight, joins 
forces with historian Brewster, the founding director of the 

West Point Center for Oral History, in this intellectual exami-
nation of how racial injustices are viewed and enhanced through 
the use of social media. The authors look at our current culture 
of citizen surveillance and the “ubiquity of video evidence of rac-
ism,” scrutinizing a series of timely examples of racial confron-
tation captured on camera. In assessing the history of George 
Floyd, for example, Hill and Brewster weigh the downward tra-
jectory of his life against a discussion on the nation’s history of 
slavery and the advent of Black separatism and social reform 
movements. They also ask why it took a live video portraying 
deadly violence to elicit the kind of sympathy and outrage that 
would shift our national conversation on race. The authors dis-
cuss abolitionists Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth and 
films like The Birth of a Nation (1915) to further elucidate the 
plight of Black people throughout American history, includ-
ing far too many examples of violence in our current era. They 
deliver a sharp assessment of the social media photojournalistic 

“influencer” culture, in which the history of anti-Black violence 
can become rewritten as “ideas get massaged and pulled like 
taffy” into “new applications or modifications that befit the 
times.” The result is a fascinating juxtaposition of history and 
contemporary affairs that offers a “more realistic, unfiltered 
picture of Black life.” Thanks to video technology, “long-held 
claims of racially motivated police and vigilante violence now 
have the evi dence that they formerly lacked.” Throughout, the 
authors intelligently contrast momentous historical events 
with current atrocities, showing that while progress continues, 
there is much more work to be done to combat racial injustice.

An important addition to debates at the intersection of 
race and technology. 

WHO CAN HOLD THE SEA
The U.S. Navy in the Cold War 
1945-1960
Hornfischer, James D.
Bantam (480 pp.) 
$36.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-399-17864-1  

With half a dozen accounts of the 
U.S. Navy under his belt, award-winning 
naval historian Hornfischer does not dis-
appoint with his latest.

Following Japan’s surrender, American ships transitioned 
smoothly into the massive job of carrying home several million 
soldiers and “mothballing” nearly 2,000 ships. However, by the 
end of the year, naval leaders confronted a life-and-death battle, 
as Congress was considering a bill to unify the Navy and Army 
under a single leader. That it might save money and increase 
efficiency was little comfort to Navy admirals, certain that the 
Navy was the nation’s first line of defense, and they persuaded 
Congress that it must continue to stand alone. Hornfischer 
takes the Navy’s side, emphasizing that “it was control of the 
sea that made every other dimension of national power possible. 
America was the only nation to have that capacity.” Despite the 
temporary shrinkage, America’s Navy dwarfed all others and 

“A probing, tender reckoning with space, place, and identity.” 
brown neon



controlled the world’s sea lanes throughout this period and into 
the present day. The Soviet Union never attempted to compete, 
and the absence of a world war does not mean the absence of 
fireworks. The author delivers plenty, although many were 
political or technological. Most experts assumed that future 
wars would be nuclear, but they were wrong, and Hornfischer 
offers adept accounts of atomic tests and the Navy’s creation 
of a nuclear strike force. Readers will enjoy the history of the 
atomic submarine but may scratch their heads over an inter-
esting but overlong story about the 1949 sinking of the diesel 
submarine Cochino. The author’s well-rendered chronicle of the 
Korean War may be one of the first to focus on the Navy. He 
holds a low opinion of the Air Force’s preference for strategic 
bombing, which wreaked havoc behind the lines but often left 
Army units begging in vain for help. Long accustomed to work-
ing closely with the Marines, carrier-based planes provided 
them accurate, often lifesaving air support.

An expert account for fans of military history.

THE PLAYBOOK
How To Deny Science, Sell 
Lies, and Make a Killing in 
the Corporate World
Jacquet, Jennifer
Pantheon (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-101-87101-0  

A savage satirical stab at corporate 
malfeasance draws blood.

Jacquet, the director of XE: Experi-
mental Humanities & Social Engagement at NYU and author 
of Is Shame Necessary? takes an original approach to indicting the 
ethical vacuum that besets much of big business. The author 
presents a “training” manual for corporate CEOs on how to fight 
against science, supplant it with disinformation, and undermine 
all efforts to regulate industry. Jacquet’s well-informed narra-
tive details avoidance and attack strategies so thoroughly that 
it offers a blueprint (for the uninitiated) for precisely the sort of 
skulduggery she deplores. However, her juicy rip of corporate 
culture and the callous disregard that affects us all effectively 
nails bad actors to the wall. The political climate of the Trump 
period, especially the surge of climate change denial, prompted 
Jacquet to study the tactics used by corporations to thwart, cor-
rupt, or discredit scientists. She is a fine reporter, chronicling 
a history of misdeeds on the parts of not only pharmaceuti-
cal, chemical, radium, tobacco, and dozens of other industries, 
but some ongoing campaigns, all with the evidence to back it 
up. Refreshingly, she is unafraid to name names. Jacquet like-
wise exposes the enablers: political hacks, consultants, law 
firms, pro-business media, trade associations, lobbyists, think 
tanks, industry-funded “research” groups, PR firms, and phony 

“grassroots advocates.” Lest the author be accused of shooting 
fish in a barrel, she also calls out unscrupulous scientists and 
both the media and academe for their complicity, conscious or 
otherwise. For all the intermittent crackdowns on conflicts of 

interest, Jacquet suggests it’s still business as usual. Meanwhile, 
she exhorts journalists to be tougher and academics to be more 
circumspect. The author recognizes a few heroes, too, chiefly 
whistleblowers and those who refuse to succumb to corporate 
pressure. Her book is extensively annotated and buttressed by 
a glossary of terms.

A sharp warning to corporations that deep pockets and 
armies of accomplices won’t stall a reckoning forever.

PAUL LAURENCE 
DUNBAR 
The Life and Times of 
a Caged Bird
Jarrett, Gene Andrew
Princeton Univ.  (552 pp.) 
$29.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-691-15052-9  

The life of a 19th-century literary star.
Jarrett, the dean of faculty and English 

professor at Princeton, draws on consider-
able archival sources to create a detailed, empathetic biography 
of African American writer Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906), 
who, during his brief literary career, produced 14 books of poetry, 
four collections of short stories, and four novels. The son of two 
formerly enslaved people from Kentucky, Dunbar was a compli-
cated figure—alcoholic, mentally and emotionally unstable, the 
preeminent Black poet of his time—who scorned the term “Afro 
American” as a “barbaric and clumsy affectation.” Dunbar grew 
up in Ohio, raised by a single mother, to whom he was profoundly 
devoted throughout his life. He thrived in high school, studying 
Latin, Greek, and English literature, and was encouraged by his 
teachers. His early poems found a home in a weekly newspaper 
aimed at the Black community, which he and a classmate published 
together. As Dunbar’s poetry became public, he was fortunate in 
attracting patrons—not least, Frederick Douglass, whom he met 
at the World Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893 and, later, 
Booker T. Washington. In 1896, the eminent critic William Dean 
Howells gave Dunbar’s second volume of poetry a favorable review 
in Harper’s Weekly even though, to Dunbar’s distress, Howells made 
a point of mentioning the poet’s “racial phenotype and physiog-
nomy.” His eloquence and elegance made Dunbar a sought-after 
reader and speaker. A high point of his fame, Jarrett notes, was a 
reading tour of England. Wherever he appeared, he was hailed as a 
celebrity, but his career was often undermined by ill health: Among 
assorted ailments, he contracted gonorrhea and tuberculosis, to 
which he succumbed. Jarrett offers astute readings of all of Dun-
bar’s works and a perceptive examination of his fraught courtship, 
engagement, and marriage to Alice Moore, which was threatened 
by Dunbar’s “weakness for drink” and philandering.

Impressive research informs a sensitive literary biography.
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THE PREMONITIONS 
BUREAU 
A True Account of 
Death Foretold
Knight, Sam
Penguin Press (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-984879-59-2  

Fascinating exploration of the eldritch 
matter of foreknowledge.

In 1902, a British soldier in the Boer 
War dreamed of a volcano exploding on an unnamed island, 
recognizably a French colony, and killing 4,000 people. A 
few weeks later, he read a newspaper account of the explo-
sion of Mont Pelée on Martinique, which killed 40,000. “I 
was out by a nought,” he remarked of the discrepancy in 
the death count. More precise, writes London-based New 
Yorker staff writer Knight, was the foretelling on the part of 
a middle-aged Briton who warned of an impending air crash 
that would kill 124 people—the exact casualty count when a 
French passenger jet crashed a few days later. (The toll would 
rise when two wounded survivors succumbed later.) “Premoni-
tions are impossible,” writes the author, “and they come true 
all the time.” Though Arthur Koestler attempted to wrestle 
the matter to the ground in his 1972 book The Roots of Coinci-
dence, there wasn’t much effort to quantify it until a British sci-
ence editor named Peter Fairley established a “premonitions 
bureau” at the London Evening Standard in the mid-1960s, 
inviting readers to submit predictions that the paper would 
then track. The correlations weren’t definitive, most “impos-
sible to verify,” but there were enough to lend credence to the 
idea that there are people who seem to have special connec-
tions to future events. Though, as Knight observes, the laws 
of thermodynamics don’t support it, things can “prefigure in 
our minds.” Few of those things are happy. For instance, the 
author profiles an eccentric British psychiatrist who came 
into contact with Fairley after investigating a terrible Welsh 
disaster in which 116 children died, one of them a little girl 
who had told her mother of a dream in which her school was 
covered with “something black”—the flood of coal slurry that 
overcame the victims.

A reasonable, readable excursion into realms of unreason—
and good evidence to pay attention to dreams and hunches.

RESISTANCE 
The Underground War 
Against Hitler, 
1939-1945
Kochanski, Halik
Liveright/Norton (960 pp.) 
$45.00  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-324-09165-3  

A magisterial doorstop of a history 
that is well worth the effort.

Readers whose knowledge of the 
resistance against Hitler comes from movies must unlearn a lot 
of misinformation about its contribution to victory (modest), 
organization (sloppy), security (inept), and level of participation 
(low). Impressively debunking myths and deconstructing faulty 
history, Kochanski adds that a resistance movement was active 
in every conquered nation, and heroism was widespread. How-
ever, resistance seemed futile from 1939 until Hitler’s June 1941 
invasion of the Soviet Union. The Axis had conquered most of 
Europe. Responding to vicious Nazi treatment, Poles resisted 
from the beginning, but occupiers in Western Europe exerted 
a lighter hand, so there was a great deal of collaboration. The 
earliest organized opposition assisted refugees and then airmen 
to escape occupied Europe. This was as dangerous as sabotage, 
with “approximately one person being arrested for each airman 
who was helped.” Matters improved as Wehrmacht defeats in 
the Soviet Union made Allied victory a possibility, energizing 
resistance organizations, which learned from their mistakes, 
although not before a brutally efficient Gestapo devastated 
them with mass arrests during the summer of 1943. The resis-
tance fighters also benefited when the Nazis vastly expanded 
forced labor and began their extermination programs. Various 
movements worked to integrate masses of young people, who 
suddenly had a motive to resist. Sadly, despite scattered excep-
tions, the resistance neglected many Jewish populations. Mat-
ters improved by 1944, with the Red Army advancing and the 
Allies landing in Italy and France. Legendary warfare agencies 
in the U.S. and Britain were dropping a steady stream of sup-
plies and agents into occupied Europe, and most agents sur-
vived. Although sabotage dominates many popular accounts, 
intelligence gathering may have contributed more to victory. 
Kochanski continues her masterful chronicle beyond Germa-
ny’s surrender. She capably shows that while resistance organi-
zations dissolved or entered politics in Western Europe, they 
continued to fight Soviet occupation or civil wars for years in 
Eastern Europe, Yugoslavia, and Greece.

A definitive history and a great read.

“A magisterial doorstop of a history
that is well worth the effort.” 

resistance



THE FAMILIA GRANDE
A Memoir
Kouchner, Camille
Trans. by Adriana Hunter
Other Press (208 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-63542-212-2  

A Frenchwoman reflects on the 
familial abuse she witnessed and sup-
pressed for years.

Kouchner’s moving, elegantly writ-
ten memoir begins in 2017 with the unexpected death of her 
mother, Évelyne, with whom she’d been estranged. Though 
none of Évelyne’s five children were by her side when she 
died, they were reunited at the hospital, looking like a “slightly 
decrepit but reformed rock group.” The author chronicles 
her affluent upbringing, providing intriguing details about her 
father, Bernard, a diplomat, and free-spirited Évelyne, a femi-
nist intellectual and political scientist who, in the 1960s, had 
a romance with Fidel Castro. Kouchner, a lecturer at the Uni-
versity of Paris, describes the bourgeoisie milieu of her large 
extended family, which also encompassed political dignitaries, 
and their carefree attitudes toward nudity, libertarianism, and 
a variety of social and cultural issues. The author is distinctly 
cleareyed when chronicling her family’s mental deterioration 
after the suicides of her grandparents. She is equally lucid in 
her depiction of her mother’s remarriage to her (unnamed) 
stepfather, a high-profile French intellectual and “combination 
of Michel Berger and Eddy Mitchell.” At their family home, he 
emerged as a rambunctious yet beloved and kind “constitution-
alist.” However, his relationships to his stepchildren carried 
murkier undertones. In graphic chapters, Kouchner details 
the sexual abuse her twin brother endured at age 14, and she 
writes poignantly about how the suppressed guilt, “begat by 
lies” and shame she felt, bled into her adulthood and became “a 
new twinhood.” The secrecy clouded new relationships, while 
her brother, who went on to have “a truly brilliant career,” still 
suffered. “Over the slow process of rebuilding themselves, vic-
tims continue to believe they’re guilty for a long time,” writes 
Kouchner, “a classic process that I instinctively grasped and 
understood.” When she and her brother publicly broke their 
silence, the ensuing explosive ordeal scandalized French society 
enough to inspire new legislation on incest and rape.

A cathartic, blisteringly candid family portrait of abuse, 
dysfunction, and eventual epiphany.

JUST DOPE
The Case for Legalizing All 
Drugs for a More Just World
Margolin, Allison
North Atlantic (248 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-1-62317-686-0  

A tangled blend of advocacy and 
memoir regarding flawed drug policy.

“The war on drugs is bullshit,” writes 
defense attorney Margolin. “No matter 

how many antidrug laws policymakers enact, people will always 
find some way to alter their consciousness.” In the author’s case, 
the pressure to do that consciousness-altering came early on as 
the daughter of an attorney who represented Timothy Leary 
after he escaped from prison in 1970. Still, it wasn’t until the 
summer before she went to law school herself that she began 
to experiment with “hard” drugs, starting off with ecstasy and 
cocaine. “My only concession to experimentation in college,” 
she writes, “was smoking pot.” After passing the California bar, 
there was an instance where she was unable to enter a court-
house because she was holding a bag of cocaine. From here, the 
author delivers a welter of grievances having to do with a former 
spouse’s argument that her drug use was grounds to award him 
custody of their child and her father’s attempt to fire her from 
partnership in his law firm. Along the way, Margolin writes at 
length about the psychology of addiction and the death by over-
dose of actor River Phoenix. “The extent to which [his] rela-
tionship with drugs was kept secret,” writes the author, “was 
a reaction to the heavy judgment society places on drugs and 
drug users—a judgment that is even harsher when the user is 
a rich celebrity.” When not focused on her own travails, Mar-
golin throws in the argument that drug abuse is likely a prod-
uct of psychological abuse, which is “actually not your fault, as 
everyone passes down trauma.” While that idea is important 
and worthy of discussion, it accompanies awkward forays into 
PTSD, the Holocaust, racism, and other heady issues. A better 
book covering much of the same ground is Carl L. Hart’s Drug 
Use for Grown-Ups.

A tedious manifesto against prohibition.

HOW MINDS CHANGE
The Surprising Science 
of Belief, Opinion, and 
Persuasion
McRaney, David
Portfolio (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  June 21, 2022  
978-0-593-19029-6

A combination of compelling over-
view and practical strategy.

Benjamin Franklin wrote that pub-
lic libraries would empower the common man by giving him 
knowledge. Free public education, a 19th-century invention, 
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proclaimed the same goal. In the following century, computers 
and, later, the internet would spread information everywhere, 
overwhelming the forces of censorship, propaganda, prejudice, 
and lies. As we all know, the opposite happened. This spread 
of misinformation has produced countless books about true 
believers who are impervious to evidence—contradictory 
facts actually strengthen their beliefs. In one of his examples, 
McRaney, author of You Are Not So Smart, examines attitudes 
toward same-sex marriage. At the turn of the 21st century, 
opposition was overwhelming; by the teens, it was crumbling; 
today, it’s gained fairly wide acceptance. What happened? 
Searching to discover why fiercely prejudiced people changed 
their minds, the author begins with the mind itself. Evolution 
designed the brain for survival, not accuracy. Making deci-
sions from the raw data of our senses is hopelessly slow. Brains 
work fast and take shortcuts, so we see what we expect to see. 
When we encounter something that doesn’t make sense, our 
instinct is not to question our beliefs but to make it fit—and 
we almost always succeed. Only when contradictions pile up do 
individuals, reluctantly, reconsider. Equally important, humans 
are ultrasocial animals who value being accepted by their com-
munities more than being right. Sociologist Brooke Harrington 
told McRaney, “Social death is more frightening than physical 
death.” After investigating the stories of true believers who saw 
the light, the author concludes by describing successful meth-
ods. With labels like “street epistemology” or “deep canvassing,” 
they involve building rapport; listening respectfully to a claim, 
however wacky; exploring the reasons behind it; and encour-
aging believers to judge the quality of their reasons. The goal 
is getting people to think about their own thinking. It doesn’t 
always work, but McRaney effectively shows how it has proven 
far more successful than focusing on facts.

Convincing advice regarding a timely issue.

RIVER OF THE GODS 
Genius, Courage, and 
Betrayal in the Search 
for the Source of the Nile
Millard, Candice
Doubleday (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-385-54310-1  

The lure of uncharted territory.
The Rosetta Stone—discovered by 

French soldiers in 1799, seized by a British 
envoy, and deciphered 23 years later—set off an obsessive interest 
in Egypt, including by the newly established Royal Geographi-
cal Society, to find the headwaters of the Nile. Bestselling author 
Millard, a former writer and editor for National Geographic, offers 
a tense, vibrant history of several dramatic expeditions across 
East Africa that finally resulted in a successful discovery. Draw-
ing on archival sources and her own multiple trips to Africa fol-
lowing the explorers’ paths, Millard creates a palpable sense of 
the daunting task undertaken by three ambitious men: the mag-
netic, impulsive, and often combative Richard Burton; John 

Hanning Speke, an aristocratic infantry lieutenant and pas-
sionate hunter whose initial interest in East Africa was largely 
for the animals he could kill; and their devoted and resourceful 
native guide, Sidi Mubarak Bombay, a former enslaved person 
whose intimate knowledge of tribes and terrain proved to be 
indispensable. Guides like Bombay, Millard argues persuasively, 
formed the indisputable backbone of British exploration. After 
abortive starts, the expedition left Zanzibar on June 27, 1857. 
The explorers and their team, woefully underfunded, faced 
innumerable hardships: scorching heat, drenching storms, near 
starvation, massive desertions, and threats from “large, power-
ful, and politically complex” East African kingdoms. Illness and 
injury dogged them, as they suffered from typhoid, smallpox, 
infected wounds, and bone-shattering fevers. Speke suffered 
near blindness from ophthalmia, and he became deaf in one ear 
after a beetle burrowed into his ear canal. For nearly a year, Bur-
ton lay paralyzed. Although they became the first Europeans 
to reach Lake Tanganyika, they could not proceed together to 
Lake Nyanza, which Speke insisted was the Nile’s source. Back 
in London, Speke cruelly denounced Burton’s leadership, secur-
ing funding for his own expedition. Although Burton died poor 
and angry, his legacy, unlike Speke’s, has endured.

An engrossing, sharply drawn adventure tale.

WHAT YOUR FOOD ATE 
How To Heal Our Land 
and Reclaim Our 
Health
Montgomery, David R. & Anne Biklé
Norton (496 pp.) 
$32.50  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-324-00453-0  

An examination of the link between 
soil health and human health.

In this follow-up to The Hidden Half 
of Nature: The Microbial Roots of Life and Health, Montgomery 
and Biklé explain that we are suffering from micronutrient mal-
nutrition. “Far too many of us remain poorly nourished despite 
eating more than enough food,” they write, noting the primary 
causes involve conventional farming practices. The authors 
explain the ways that these methods, including tillage and use of 
commercial fertilizers, disrupt the necessary, healthy symbiosis 
between plants and the soil. “We traded away quality in pursuit 
of quantity as modernized farming chased higher yields,” they 
write, “overlooking a farmer’s natural allies in the soil.” Alter-
natively, they contend, regenerative farming practices build 
organic matter and help maintain the fertility of the soil over a 
longer period of time. As in their previous book, Montgomery 
and Biklé offer highly readable prose, extensive research, and 
convincing evidence, including pertinent information on farms 
that have successfully implemented regenerative practices. 
They also share test results from gathered soil and crop samples 
indicating healthier soil and higher nutrient density. “Farming 
systems that create and maintain high levels of soil organic mat-
ter work like a savings account,” they write, “storing nutrients 

“An engrossing, sharply drawn adventure tale.” 
river of the gods
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from one growing season to the next for the use of subsequent 
crops.” Another difference the authors witnessed between con-
ventional and regenerative farming techniques is the no-till 
method’s greater capacity for holding water and preventing soil 
erosion. They take readers on a fascinating tour of a wheat mill 
in Washington state that bred wheat for flavor while utilizing 
organic techniques and point to a study that shows how wheat 
loses almost three-quarters of its vitamins and minerals when 
milled into white flour. Further, the authors explore the health 
benefits of consuming a diet rich in nutrients, particularly phy-
tochemicals, from fruit, vegetables, and whole grains, which 
include reduced risks of dental problems, birth defects, and 
infectious and chronic diseases.

An engaging and compelling argument for implementing 
regenerative farming practices.

THIS IS NOT A PITY MEMOIR
Morgan, Abi
Harper/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-358-68295-0  

A chronicle of despair and hope.
Award-winning Welsh playwright and 

screenwriter Morgan once planned to 
make a film adaptation of a memoir about 
a writer’s reflections on dying from cancer. 
When she mentioned the project at a din-

ner party, one guest remarked angrily, “I fucking hate those pity 
memoirs.” Morgan’s title alerts readers that her absorbing nar-
rative of health crises is not meant to evoke pity, but neverthe-
less it is an illness memoir about pain and anguish. In June 2018, 
the author’s longtime partner, Jacob, collapsed. He spent seven 
months in a medically induced coma during a hospital stay of 
443 days, in which he was subjected to numerous MRIs, CT 
scans, and “puncturing and infusing and drawing blood.” Finally, 
doctors found a cause for his seizures and mental deteriora-
tion: anti–NMDA receptor encephalitis—caused by injections 
he had been taking to control multiple sclerosis—which they 
began to treat aggressively. Morgan recounts the fears and anxi-
ety that she and her two teenage children experienced during 
Jacob’s hospitalization, slow recovery, and her own treatment 
for breast cancer. Her distress was compounded by Jacob’s 
insistence that he did not know her even though he recognized 
others. After he returned home, although a “constant industry” 
of therapists and aides assisted, care fell largely to the author. 
Living with Jacob, she writes, was “like living with a ghost. He 
is part toddler, part elderly dementia-ridden patient, part frus-
trated teenager, part child, part Jacob.” Her discouragement 
was palpable. “Sometimes it feels as though I am pedaling a 
dynamo on a bicycle,” she writes, “trying to keep the lights on.” 
Morgan says she has written about the experience for Jacob, her 
children, and, she hopes, for a reader, like herself, “who Googles 
at night needing to find someone who gets the aching terror of 
the person they love hanging between life and death.”

A candid, intimate memoir of a harrowing time.

SAVING FREUD 
The Rescuers Who 
Brought Him to 
Freedom
Nagorski, Andrew
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 23, 2022
978-1-982172-83-1  

A richly contextual look at Freud’s 
escape to London.

A lifelong resident of Vienna, Freud 
had no intention of leaving when Hitler annexed Austria in 
1938. In the end, he left because a team of admirers convinced 
him it was necessary. They persuaded Nazi authorities to let 
him go and got the reluctant British government to accept 
him and his entourage, 16 people in all. Though veteran jour-
nalist and author Nagorski delivers a riveting page-turner, 
German troops don’t enter Austria until Page 230, and Freud 
leaves on Page 254. Few readers will complain once they real-
ize that the narrative is a fine biography of Freud. The author 
pays close attention to his subject’s early life and struggles and 
the development of psychoanalysis, which, focused on child-
hood sexuality and the unconscious, enraged as many as it 
fascinated and made Freud an international celebrity by 1900. 
Nagorski doesn’t ignore Freud’s early followers (Jung, Adler), 
many of whom who were out of the picture by the 1930s, but 
he maintains a sharp focus on a small group who remained 
loyal, again delivering complete, satisfying biographies that 
don’t emphasize the rescue. Perhaps the most significant 
of these characters was the Welsh physician Ernest Jones, 
Freud’s “most fervent disciple in the English-speaking world.” 
Jones personally lobbied the British government, which, like 
most governments at the time, was unwilling to accept refu-
gees from Nazism. Other members were Anna Freud, his 
youngest daughter, who became a leading child psychoanalyst 
but also devoted herself to his care throughout his long, ulti-
mately fatal battle with cancer; Marie Bonaparte, a wealthy 
Parisian acolyte and analyst; William Bullitt, U.S. ambassador 
to France and a former patient and intense admirer; and Max 
Schur, Freud’s personal physician. The oddball addition Anton 
Sauerwald, a Nazi bureaucrat assigned to confiscate Freud’s 
assets, grew to admire and protect him.

Excellent biographies of Freud and some contemporaries.
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MY BOY WILL DIE 
OF SORROW 
A Memoir of 
Immigration From the 
Front Lines
Olivares, Efrén C.
Hachette (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  July 12, 2022
978-0-306-84728-8  

A powerful mix of human rights 
memoir and examination of America’s 

flawed immigration policies.
In summer 2018, the Trump administration instituted a 

heavily restrictive zero tolerance policy that resulted in the 
separation of thousands of children from their parents, regard-
less of their rights as asylum seekers. For Olivares, deputy legal 
director for the Southern Poverty Law Center Immigrant Jus-
tice Project and an immigrant from Mexico, this story struck 
home—literally. The author lives in the Rio Grande Valley, an 
area saturated with Mexican culture, where the realities of 
immigration have never been far away. A mixture of poignant 
legal insight, vivid hometown familiarity, and personal struggle, 
his account includes interviews with immigrants alongside 
analyses of complicated legal processes and a history of the 
southern border. Zero tolerance, Olivares reminds us, is only 
part of a broader history. While widespread family detention 
began under Barack Obama, the author traces its origins fur-
ther back, to racially discriminatory immigration policies as 
old as the nation itself. As we follow Olivares through his many 
visits to the U.S. District Court in McAllen, Texas, and conver-
sations with migrant parents, we see the countless shameful 
obstacles put in their way. In touching and often heartbreak-
ing sections, the author introduces us to a Guatemalan man 
of Mayan descent who was separated from his daughter and 
accused of human trafficking for not speaking Spanish well 
enough; a father who, with instinctive foresight, told his daugh-
ter to prepare to be taken away to a “summer camp”; officials 
from private prison companies MTC and GEO Group, both of 
which have reaped huge profits from the drama and suffering 
of migrants; and government officials who mock the cries of 
separated children, some despite being children of immigrants 
themselves. Regarding one agent, Olivares writes, “Did he not 
see himself, or his family, his ancestors who came to this country 
before he did, in the faces and the cries of these children?”

A harrowing firsthand account of inhumane immigration 
policies with which we all must come to terms.

VIROLOGY 
Essays for the Living, 
the Dead, and the 
Small Things in Between
Osmundson, Joseph
Norton (336 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-393-88136-3  

A gay biologist looks at the Covid-19 
pandemic through the lenses of queer-
ness and social justice.

NYU microbiology professor Osmundson is a literary 
essayist—his models and polestars are writers like Joan Did-
ion, Susan Sontag, and Eula Biss, though he also thoughtfully 
critiques their work—as well as a cleareyed science writer. His 
ability to explicate queer theory and epidemiology allows him 
to make thoughtful connections between the pandemic and 
the AIDS crisis of the 1980s. Then as now, he observes, rac-
ist responses to outbreaks led to scapegoating, demonization, 
and needless death; then as now, relationships are redefined by 
medications and shifting definitions of wellness. The author 
notes how war metaphors deployed during outbreaks—e.g., 
likening essential workers or the sick as “heroes”—have long 
been ethically fraught, giving people license to treat margin-
alized victims as acceptable losses. “Unexamined Whiteness” 
in medicine and media tends to make the virus deadlier for 
minority communities, and capitalism only exacerbates the 
problem. Osmundson humanizes this dynamic by thought-
fully shifting from his own personal experience—in relation-
ships, at sex clubs, in an activist Covid-19 research group—to 
the bigger picture of the pandemic. His writing about viruses 
themselves can be technical, but he adds an emotional valence, 
approaching them as undiscriminating, common to all human 
beings. The author writes in various modes, from literary 
criticism to polemic (Andrew Sullivan comes in for particular 
scorn) to diarist, the last of which is a potent reminder of the 
uncertainty and fear that came with the arrival of Covid-19. 
Throughout, Osmundson exposes how a virus reveals societ-
ies’ connections and bigotries. “Where we place our bodies, 
and with whom, is a biological choice,” he writes, “and a moral 
and political one.”

A welcome, well-informed, queer-positive study of the 
blind spots a pandemic reveals.

SPEAK
Find Your Voice, Trust Your 
Gut, and Get From Where You 
Are to Where You Want To Be
Oyeneyin, Tunde with Hilary Liftin
Avid Reader Press (224 pp.) 
$24.30  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-982195-44-1  

A memoir and inspirational guide from 
the popular Peloton cycling instructor.

“A welcome, well-informed, queer-positive study 
of the blind spots a pandemic reveals.” 

virology
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In her debut, Oyeneyin, a first-generation American whose 
parents “emigrated from Nigeria to Houston” before she was 
born, shares the personal journey that has allowed her to live 

“on purpose, of purpose, and with purpose.” From an early 
age, she struggled with her weight, allowing her insecurities 
to “imprison” her. The author contends that many of us get 
trapped by our personal expectations and intentionally self-
imposed limits. Once she began losing weight, Oyeneyin took 
notice of the comments she received. “Society had showed me 
that looking a certain way meant I was invited into places I 
didn’t fit before, and I now realized that hadn’t been far from 
the truth,” she writes. With a new sense of confidence, she 
began pursuing a career as a makeup artist in Houston. Based 
on encouragement from friends, she moved to Los Angeles to 
advance her career. The author recounts the ups and downs of 
her career journey, which ultimately led to finding her calling as 
a cycling instructor and her dream job, working in New York for 
Peloton. Oyeneyin also shares a personal experience with racial 
profiling by the police. Having found her own voice, the author 
felt compelled to help other women do the same. She formed a 
group called SPEAK, based on her “five key pillars”—Surren-
der, Power, Empathy, Authenticity, and Knowledge—created 
a “SPEAK Up” ride for Peloton, and launched an interview 
series on Instagram, “showcasing the voices of Black celebrities 
so that people could see that even they had dealt with racism.” 
Throughout the book, Oyeneyin tells stories from her own life 
that correlate with each pillar. Much of the author’s guidance 
can be found in other self-help books, but her drive to motivate 
others is apparent.

Fans of Oyeneyin will appreciate her guidance and find 
pieces of solid advice from her personal experiences.

ESCAPE INTO MEANING
Essays on Superman, 
Public Benches, and Other 
Obsessions
Puschak, Evan
Atria (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-1-982163-95-2  

A popular video essayist deepens his 
observations with a probing, graceful 
debut in print.

Puschak, a journalist and creator of the YouTube chan-
nel The Nerdwriter, surveys an uncommonly broad swath of 
literary, artistic, and philosophical ground in this inaugural 
collection, but he doesn’t skimp on the particulars. Though 
the author sometimes rambles, he’s seldom without a point, 
and the vast majority of these astute pieces show him to be an 
exemplar of inquiry and reflection. Puschak’s voice is compan-
ionable and engrossing, as he digests, weighs, and speculates 
with such assuredness that it belies his own insecurities and 
unsettled views. The author’s unifying theme is the power of 
gifted articulation, a skill he also demonstrates. The concept 
of the oeuvre is much on his mind, and he critiques those of 

luminaries as disparate as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Jerry Sein-
feld, William Butler Yeats, Quentin Tarantino, and William 
Gibson while locating surprising parallels in their designs and 
obsessions. Apart from the book’s apt title essay, an incisive 
take on Tolkien and the spectrum of meaning, particularly 
accessible and personal is “On Friendship,” an examination of 
the concept of identity. Puschak traces the boundaries of indi-
viduality and finds them permeable, especially with groups of 
friends. “I’m used to thinking of individuals as the basic unit 
of humanity,” he writes, “but maybe it’s shared identities that 
matter most.” A few pages later, he continues, “we aren’t as 
discrete as the body implies. Our identities do blend, and the 
intricacy of that blending in a group of friends is a unity all its 
own.” Some essays are outliers—e.g., “Ode to Public Benches,” 
a celebration of “the pageant of the metropolis” that evolves 
into a rumination on urban planning. One may argue that Pus-
chak occasionally overplays his hand; not every connection 
is plausible, nor does everyone he reveres genuinely deserve 
such largesse. Still, more often than not, he impresses.

Puschak is a writer of enviable promise, pursuing sub-
stance with clarity and verve.

WHAT WE WISH 
WERE TRUE 
Reflections on 
Nurturing Life and Facing 
Death
Quinn, Tallu Schuyler
Convergent/Crown (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-593-44290-6  

A lyrical, searching meditation on 
terminal illness.

“Maybe death is not the worst thing?” So a friend asked Quinn, 
a thought that led her to ponder what might be worse—or bet-
ter. Diagnosed with glioblastoma, a once-rare but increasingly 
common form of brain cancer, the author places her illness 
in the context of 2020, when bad news on the pandemic, the 
economy, and politics filled the newspapers. “I guess none of 
us have been living in ‘normal’ times,” she writes, with what 
proves to be characteristic generosity. Her life (she died in 
2022 at age 42) had been one of service: founding food-relief 
organizations to serve the poor, including the Nashville Food 
Project; volunteering to aid poor communities in Nicaragua; 
and, as a one-time seminarian, trying to reconcile a view of 
theology too broad for any single faith to embrace. Quinn’s 
thoughts as her disease progresses are seldom self-centered, 
though, as she writes, “I’m not trying to gild the lily here—
I hate this cancer.” Her concerns are mostly with her family 
and the grief they will experience, grief that she was forced 
to navigate as she drew closer to debilitation and death: “It’s 
becoming harder and harder for me to think and write.” Even 
at the end, having given the gift of food for so long—and hav-
ing carefully distinguished things done for others and done 
with others—Quinn praises her young daughter for making 
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dinner for her husband and son, noting “how lucky the boys 
are—and will be—to have her cooking amazing food for them 
and with them.” There are moments of pathos, but far fewer 
than the author deserves to air. Instead, the narrative becomes 
a prayer to life, with a conclusion comforting anyone on the 
path to death—which is to say, all of us—that imagines what 
she might become in the afterlife.

A tragedy whose outcome is foretold and a gentle, uplifting 
contribution to the literature of death and dying.

FAME-ISH
My Life at the Edge of 
Stardom
Rajskub, Mary Lynn
Abrams (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 17, 2022  
978-1-4197-5479-1

An actor and comedian pens a series of 
tongue-in-cheek personal essays on how 

“fifty years of living” have transformed her 
into “a real person with insights and a cer-

tain perspective on the world.”
Rajskub grew up in a Michigan town so small that for a time 

she dreamed of becoming a trucker to escape it. Until she left, 
she was worried that she would do nothing more in life than 

“marry [her] high school sweetheart and work at Olive Gar-
den.” The one place she felt happiest was drama class, which 
gave her room to express emotions she was unable to experi-
ence in a world that often made her feel “invisible.” Embold-
ened by her limited theatrical experiences, Rajskub left for Los 
Angeles. There, her gutsiness as a performer eventually landed 
her parts in sitcoms like NewsRadio and Over the Top. A small 
role as Adam Sandler’s sister in Punch-Drunk Love led to a stint 
opposite Kiefer Sutherland on the popular TV series 24. That 
role earned Rajskub widespread recognition and the chance to 
work on other projects like Little Miss Sunshine. She spent her 
modest wealth on everything from expensive cars to a “women’s 
commune” mansion she shared with two lesbian friends. Yet 
for all the success the author found in her many film, TV, and 
stand-up appearances, it seemed like she could do no more than 
rub shoulders with megawatt Hollywood stars, some of whom 
rejected her on celebrity dating apps. So she settled for the kind 
of recognition that included seeing her face 10 years after the 
show ended “on the side of a 24-themed pinball machine” and 
maternity ward nurses telling her to call Sutherland’s character 
Jack Bauer for help. This funny, quirky account of a small-town 
girl’s rise to something like fame will appeal to both Rajskub 
fans and readers with a penchant for dryly comedic memoirs.

Light, entertaining reading.

¡ÁNDALE, PRIETA!
Ramírez, Yasmín
Cinco Puntos Press (272 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Aug. 2, 2022
978-1-94762-755-0  

A tribute to the author’s fierce grand-
mother blossoms into a family saga brim-
ming with heartache and love.

In the first part, Ramírez intro-
duces readers to the resilient women 
who loomed large in her childhood in El 

Paso, Texas: her maternal great-grandmother, Máma Lupe; her 
hardworking mother, Leticia; and, above all, her fiery mater-
nal grandmother, Ita. The fraught, tense relationship between 
Máma Lupe and Ita—highlighted in a spectacular chapter 
devoted to a day at church—exemplifies the knotty bonds that 
tie mother to daughter, a recurring theme. Throughout the 
text, Ramírez interweaves anecdotes of childhood nights spent 
in bars with Ita (tamer than it sounds); Ita’s poignant nightly 
rituals; details about Leticia’s work for Customs at the border 
separating El Paso and Juárez, filling the role of “the brown 
gatekeeper to other brown people.” The clear star of the book 
is Ita, an unforgettable, larger-than-life character. In one strik-
ing chapter, the author tells the stories behind the many scars 
that mark Ita’s body, a literal road map of the older woman’s life. 
Meanwhile, the men in young Ramírez’s life—an absent father, 
an overindulged uncle, a couple of boyfriends—make appear-
ances as secondary characters, distant shadows at times. In the 
second part—in which the author moves into adolescence and 
young adulthood—Ita and Leticia fade into the background, 
and their absences dull the crackling vitality of the first half. 
However, it’s in the second half of the book that Ramírez cru-
cially explores her waning relationship with her father. Her 
attempts over the years to reconnect—often half-hearted but 
always sincere—culminate in a final effort that seals their dif-
ferences. Using conversational prose full of vivid imagery, the 
author successfully explores the many dimensions of her iden-
tity as a Mexican American woman.

A promising debut, gripping in its honesty.

THE MONSTER’S BONES
The Discovery of T. Rex and 
How It Shook Our World
Randall, David K.
Norton (288 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-324-00653-4  

The story of the world’s most iconic 
dinosaur.

The central human figure in this 
book is a man named Barnum Brown 

(1873-1963), who transcended his humble upbringing on a Kan-
sas farm to become one of the nation’s most accomplished pale-
ontologists. Reuters senior reporter Randall, author of Black 

“An absorbing account of early dinosaur 
discoveries and their cultural legacies.” 

the monster’s bones
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Death at the Golden Gate, among other books, offers an astute 
and entertaining account of Brown’s indefatigable pursuit of 
fossils and the intense competition he entered into with rival 
hunters. The author sets Brown’s major discoveries against a 
broader consideration of the cultural significance of his great-
est find, in 1900: the first partial skeleton of a Tyrannosaurus rex, 

“the largest known predator in Earth’s history.” Randall carefully 
outlines the shifts in scientific understanding prompted by the 
appearance of this “monster,” and he makes a persuasive case for 
its profound impact on our conception of the history of life on 
Earth. As he notes, “the thud with which its discovery landed 
and shifted our understanding of ourselves and our planet rever-
berates still.” The author vividly renders the early and ongoing 
commercial appeal of T. rex, and a prominent theme is the often 
contentious intersection of science and big business in the fos-
sil trade: Museums and private collectors began to contend 
fiercely for specimens in the late 19th century, with the fear-
some T. rex becoming, after Brown’s discovery, the most prized 
target. Also memorable are Randall’s investigations of some 
of the most colorful personalities in the burgeoning field of 
dinosaur studies, including the infamous combatants in the so-
called Bone Wars, Othniel Charles Marsh and Edward Drinker 
Cope, whose struggles for personal distinction were often out-
rageously unscrupulous. In the epilogue, Randall charts the dra-
matic growth of the T. rex industry over the past century or so, 
underscoring the importance of Brown’s pioneering efforts. 

An absorbing account of early dinosaur discoveries and 
their cultural legacies.

MUSIC AND MYSTIQUE IN 
MUSCLE SHOALS
Reali, Christopher M.
Univ. of Illinois (288 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  July 19, 2022
978-0-252-08658-8  

An illumination of the musical leg-
acy and revival of an unlikely center of 
recording activity.

Among the many mysteries and con-
tradictions that Reali tackles in this well-

researched, incisive academic study is how a small Southern 
town in a state known for segregation and civil rights clashes 
became all but synonymous with Southern soul music, with a 
sound that most listeners identified as Black—even though 
most of the musicians, producers, and engineers were White. 
The book began as a doctoral dissertation and took a full decade 
to research and write, during which time Muscle Shoals, Ala-
bama, saw its fame boosted by a documentary, a surge in musical 
tourism, and a new wave of artistry that found fresh inspiration 
in the foundations of the Muscle Shoals sound. But what is 
that sound? The “mystique” is often at odds with clearer expla-
nations for what has made the town so special. As the author 
shows, it’s unlikely that there is “something in the water,” as is 
often claimed, or that the Native myth of the “Singing River,” 
now ubiquitous throughout the area’s branding, has much to 

do with it. The legacy that never quite coalesces into a single 
sound has more to do with the times and the people, a gen-
eration of fledgling musicians who were less interested in the 
country music of their parents than in the R&B that younger 
people favored for dancing. Among them were producer Rick 
Hall and plenty of musicians with live band experience, eventu-
ally known as the Swampers. After Aretha Franklin made her 
breakthrough trip to Muscle Shoals, its studios became a mag-
net for Black and White artists alike, including Wilson Pickett, 
Otis Redding, Percy Sledge, Bob Dylan, the Allman Brothers, 
the Rolling Stones, and Paul Simon. Ultimately, everyone from 
Boz Scaggs to the Osmonds to Paul Anka recorded there, and 
country hits along with soul abounded.

A fascinating study of a musical microcosm, reveling in 
contradictions and debunking myths.

UP FROM THE DEPTHS 
Herman Melville, 
Lewis Mumford, and 
Rediscovery in Dark Times
Sachs, Aaron
Princeton Univ.  (376 pp.) 
$29.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-691-21541-9  

An incisive homage to the continu-
ing relevance of two towering writers.

Sachs, a professor of history and 
American studies at Cornell, interweaves the life of urban 
theorist, cultural critic, and social philosopher Lewis Mumford 
(1895-1990) with that of novelist and poet Herman Melville 
(1819-1891), pointing out correspondences not only with their 
views, but between their times and ours. As we face cultural, 
environmental, and societal traumas, writes Sachs, it is illuminat-
ing “to rediscover the struggles of our forebears.” The forebears 
to whom Mumford was indebted included Whitman, Emerson, 
and Scottish sociologist Sir Patrick Geddes, but as Sachs argues 
persuasively, Melville exerted lifelong influence. “Like Melville,” 
he writes, Mumford was dispirited about inheriting “a culture 
dominated by individualism.” Both shared a “distrust of revolu-
tions,” and both, in their efforts to awaken their readership, felt 
that they wore the “mantle of a prophet.” Melville’s fame dimin-
ished precipitously after his death, but between 1919, the cente-
nary of his birth, and 1951, the centennial of the publication of 
Moby-Dick, a new biography, reprints of his books, and renewed 
critical attention elevated him as a canonical American author. 
Mumford, who published a biography of Melville in 1929, saw 
him as a “brother spirit” whose perspectives on 19th-century 
crises—the “fast-paced world of railroads and con artistry and 
racial violence”—afforded insight into 20th-century crises: the 
1918 flu pandemic, wars, economic depression, unfettered capi-
talism, the rise of fascism, and a proliferation of dehumanizing 
urban landscapes. Sachs creates sympathetic portraits of both 
men, who faced profound personal losses and besetting demons. 
He deals evenhandedly with the serial infidelities, selfishness, 
and sense of entitlement that threatened Mumford’s marriage, 
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and he offers thorough readings of their prolific works. Just as 
Mumford underscored Melville’s significance for 20th-century 
readers, Sachs makes a case for a revival of interest in Mumford, 
once a widely acclaimed public intellectual, who has regrettably 
faded from prominence.

A well-informed, thoughtful dual biography.

THE NEW MEGATRENDS
Seeing Clearly in the Age 
of Disruption
Salzman, Marian
Currency (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-23970-4  

An assessment of a future that will be 
fraught with disruption and chaos.

Salzman, a veteran of the advertis-
ing and public relations industries who 

prefers close observation and then extrapolation of existing 
social, business, and geopolitical trends, follows in the footsteps 
of futurologist John Naisbitt and his Megatrends series. Taking 
the year 2000 as a starting point, Salzman looks out to 2038, 
trying to discern key patterns while acknowledging that some 
trends and countertrends pull in different directions. Instead 
of clear answers, there will be continuing waves of disruption, 
and the people most likely to thrive will be those who see the 
opportunities in chaos. Technology will continue to connect the 
world, but there will also be a movement toward simpler, more 
meaningful, less urban lives. The impact of Covid-19 will be felt 
for years, leading to more remote working and an emphasis on 
health issues. Salzman examines the ways in which new technolo-
gies like facial recognition have become tools of social control in 
China and wonders if “the end of privacy” will become the norm 
elsewhere. At some points in the narrative, it’s difficult to discern 
the author’s line of argument. She admits that her style is based 
on “nonlinear leaps,” and she often jumps from specific cases to 
general conclusions. Some of her forecasts are obvious, such as 
China’s rise, social polarization in the U.S., and the politicization 
of science. Others seem hard to believe: Will shopping malls really 
become “extinct,” all converted into “mixed-use campuses”? It’s 
clear that Salzman is working from a left-of-center perspective. 
She worries about the rise of right-wing extremism and fake news 
but has little to say about the left-wing variety, and she welcomes 
the implementation of a universal basic income policy. Readers 
who share her perspective will find enough intriguing ideas to 
keep the pages turning, but others may look for a more cohesive 
prediction of future trends. 

A look into the future that reveals not much good news 
and many dangerous possibilities.

ONE PERSON, ONE VOTE
A Surprising History of 
Gerrymandering in America
Seabrook, Nick
Pantheon (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-31586-6  

A study of the practice of shaping 
electoral districts to ensure electoral 
victory.

How did Scott Walker, who lost the 
popular vote for governor of Wisconsin in 2018 by some 30,000 
votes, still carry nearly two-thirds of the state’s assembly and 
senate districts? The answer is simple: gerrymandering—and, 
as political scientist Seabrook observes, “one of the most egre-
gious instances of gerrymandering in American history.” He 
adds that gerrymandering is a fundamentally undemocratic 
practice that privileges some votes over others, especially the 
moneyed, well-connected, White, and conservative. Seabrook 
traces the history of gerrymandering beyond its supposedly 
American origins to the English tradition of “rotten bor-
oughs,” dating to the 13th century, with small numbers of voters 
attaining electoral power out of proportion to their numbers 
and members of Parliament propped up by corrupt measures. 
Things haven’t changed much over time. As Seabrook notes, 
the 19th century was the heyday of gerrymandering as practiced 
by nearly every party, so that in one Ohio election, as a contem-
porary observed, if the Whigs won the state by 10,000 votes, 
they would still earn only seven congressional representatives 
while their opponents would have twice as many with the same 
count. Seabrook shows how gerrymandering has been practiced 
by both major parties in recent years, with procedural road 
maps now followed by the GOP often laid out by their Demo-
cratic predecessors. Led by the GOP, redistricting is ongoing 
across the country today, largely with an eye to being sure that 
districts are “safe”—read: rotten—and, through disenfranchise-
ment measures, not susceptible to being turned by unwanted 
minorities. In a concluding call to action, the author writes: 

“How much do you really know about redistricting in your state? 
If the answer is not much, well, that’s what the career politicians 
already huddling behind the scenes with teams of redistricting 
professionals, attorneys, political scientists, and strategists are 
hoping for. Democracy dies in darkness.”

Valuable reading for voting rights advocates.

“Valuable reading for voting rights advocates.” 
one person, one vote
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GOOD ARGUMENTS
How Debate Teaches Us To 
Listen and Be Heard
Seo, Bo
Penguin Press (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-29951-7  

A shy, conflict-averse student finds 
his voice in debate.

Seo, who was born in Korea and 
moved with his family to Australia when 

he was 8, makes an engaging book debut with a combination 
memoir and debating guide. A two-time world champion 
debater, the author has also coached two winning teams: the 
Australian Schools Debating Team and the Harvard College 
Debating Union. Drawing on his experiences, he offers his 
book as a tool kit for having productive arguments. “We should 
disagree,” he believes, “in such a way that the outcome of having 
the disagreement is better than not having it at all.” Seo pres-
ents his key components of competitive debate: identifying the 
topic, mounting an argument, fashioning a rebuttal, and using 
rhetoric and silence to underscore one’s points. In addition, 
he looks at ways that debate principles apply to real-life situa-
tions: relationships with family and friends, bad disagreements, 
education, and technology. Some topics that Seo debated in 
classes and competitions have included the moral justification 
of ecotage, the media’s right to intrude into the private lives of 
public figures, and the admission of Turkey into the European 
Union. Analyzing the debates between Hillary Clinton and 
Donald Trump led him to consider the debate styles of bullies: 
the dodger, the twister, the wrangler, the liar, and the brawler. 
He realized that a debate, “hijacked” by a bully and difficult to 
deflect, “could be a harmful force in the world.” As a journal-
ist in Sydney, Seo covered the encounter between a champion 
debater and Project Debater, an artificial intelligence system 
with “a superhuman ability to marshal evidence.” Evidence, he 
saw, was not the only factor in convincing an audience. The 
author advocates teaching debate principles as part of a well-
founded civic education: “Good arguments generate new ideas 
and strengthen relationships. An education in debate makes 
people more immune to the slick manipulations of political 
opportunists.”

A useful reflection on how to disagree, especially impor-
tant in toxic times.

THE WAR OF NERVES
Inside the Cold War Mind
Sixsmith, Martin
Pegasus (592 pp.) 
$35.00  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-63936-181-6  

An intriguing new history about how 
the Cold War was primarily a conflict of 
psychology.

Sixsmith, who reported on Russia 
for the BBC during the 1980s, delves 

into the psychological issues of the time, especially the 
thinking of the leaders and the reactions of ordinary people. 
He believes that the two sides continually failed to compre-
hend each other’s beliefs and motivations, seeing themselves 
as morally superior and the other as the font of all evil. The 
Americans never grasped the nexus between communist ide-
ology and the Russian cultural tradition of centralized power, 
and Soviet leaders always believed that the U.S. was controlled 
by a secret cabal of billionaires and generals. This lack of 
understanding was crucial given the nuclear arsenals involved. 

“The inherent flaw of brinkmanship is to assume that each side 
agrees where the brink is,” writes the author. “But as Washing-
ton and Moscow pushed each other into increasingly aggres-
sive stances, it was never completely clear that the Soviets 
and Americans truly knew where or when the tipping point 
might come.” To build popular support, the two superpowers 
churned out propaganda, particularly cinema. Sixsmith notes 
that Vladimir Putin decided to join the KGB after seeing a 
movie about secret agent Belov, a Soviet version of James 
Bond. However, the essential weakness of autocracy is that it 
cannot renew itself through self-criticism or elections. Even-
tually, in the long decay of the Brezhnev era, there was no way 
to match the Soviet regime’s message of prosperity and free-
dom with the lived reality. Russians simply ceased to believe 
in socialism, as the author’s chapter on the jokes of the period 
reveals. The U.S., for all its deficiencies, has retained many of 
its core beliefs. Sixsmith covers a great deal of territory, and 
the text is long and often dense. But there are useful lessons 
for the current geopolitical landscape, and the author’s essen-
tial point—know yourself in order to know the Other—is as 
valuable as ever.

An original analysis of a crucial period of history, providing 
important context for the present.
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THE LAST RESORT
A Chronicle of Paradise, 
Profit, and Peril at the Beach
Stodola, Sarah
Ecco/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-295162-5  

A critical look at the juggernaut of 
vacation destinations: the beach resort.

Travel and culture writer Stodola 
interrogates the cultural devotion to 

the idea of the beach as the perfect place, which is a modern 
concept. While the Greeks and Romans enjoyed the seas, by 
the Middle Ages, Europeans wanted nothing to do with the 
beach; in the 1800s, early seaside vacationers were lured by 
potential health benefits rather than a love of surf and sand. 
What the world today thinks of as paradise is “not nature; para-
dise is nature conquered, nature tamed.” It is far away, end-
lessly photogenic, and rich with entertainment—and it may or 
may not include a real beach. This shift of focus away from 
the literal beach is partly one of necessity: Climate change is 
making the maintenance and preservation of modern beaches 
as we know them untenable. Overdevelopment of tropical 
areas to accommodate skyrocketing numbers of tourists fre-
quently pushes the resources of destinations to the limits, and 
rising water temperatures, erosion, and increasingly frequent 
and violent storms threaten the very beaches and communi-
ties where these resorts are located. Stodola organizes her 
book according to locations she has visited, detailing both 
the similarities of beach vacations across the globe as well as 
regional differences. She acknowledges the Western gaze that 
has informed much of what constitutes the traveler’s ideal, 
but she also emphasizes that the international traveler base 
is growing and changing. As the global middle class surges in 
population, especially in countries such as India and China, 
destinations will have to learn to accommodate an expanding 
range of tastes. The Covid-19 pandemic gutted international 
travel and highlighted weaknesses in the tourism industry that 
have long existed, particularly the overreliance on tourism as 
a source of income in destination countries, further empha-
sizing a need for a more intentional way forward if the beach 
vacation is to continue.

A thorough and appropriately alarming analysis of how we 
made paradise and how it might be saved.

MOTHERCARE 
On Obligation, 
Love, Death, and 
Ambivalence
Tillman, Lynne
Soft Skull Press (160 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Aug. 2, 2022
978-1-59376-717-4  

An extended essay plumbs the effects 
of aging and illness on patient and care-
givers alike.

“Mother was a smart, resourceful, attractive, tactless, 
competitive, and practical person.” Novelist and critic Till-
man emphasizes these qualities of her mother’s to convey 
the shock she felt when, in 1995, she returned from a trip 
abroad to find her 86-year-old mother unusually passive and 
disheveled. After several tests, one doctor offered a diagno-
sis of normal pressure hydrocephalus, a condition virtually 
unknown then—and one that remains poorly understood 
today: “700,000 people in the United States are supposed 
to have hydrocephalus, but only 20 percent have been cor-
rectly diagnosed.” Tillman’s mother had a shunt implanted 
to drain excessive fluid from her ventricles. However, though 
this treatment is common and effective, it isn’t perfect; over 
10 years, she would receive seven revisions. Tillman never 
shies away from the difficult realities of her mother’s illness 
nor from the fact that her mother was a harsh and narcissis-
tic person all her life. She painstakingly catalogs the numer-
ous challenges of illness, not only for the patient, but also for 
those around her, including the frustrations of finding good or 
even adequate care. Doctors and hospitals could be indiffer-
ent or unhelpful, particularly because her mother was elderly, 
and “the elderly especially are seen as dead weight to the medi-
cal industry.” Some of the most affecting passages are about 
caregivers, one of whom the family employed for a decade. 
Most often women of color and frequently undocumented, 
these women were crucial to her mother’s care and allowed 
her to maintain some measure of her own freedom, but their 
role, integral to the family’s functioning and yet still outsiders, 
proved difficult to navigate. Tillman’s detailed account will be 
enlightening to readers who, like her, had no idea how horrible 
these processes could be until she cared for someone who was 
sick and comforting to those who see themselves represented 
in such struggles. 

An unsparing and heart-wrenching exploration of serious 
illness and its impact on everyone it touches.

“An unsparing and heart-wrenching exploration of serious
illness and its impact on everyone it touches.” 

mothercare
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ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF 
JAMES JOYCE’S ULYSSES
Ed. by Tóibín, Colm
Penn State Univ. (184 pp.) 
$45.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-271-09289-8  

A happy centenary birthday tribute 
for a literary classic.

Acclaimed Irish novelist Tóibín gath-
ers original essays and interviews for the latest volume in the 
publisher’s History of the Book series. Collectively, the pieces 
venture incisively into what James Joyce called his “damned 
monster-novel.” Avoiding the usual tropes and time-worn criti-
cal approaches to the novel, these essays are fresh and acces-
sible to general readers. Tóibín begins with a probing essay on 
the novel’s often overlooked historical setting in 1904 Ireland 
and England. Exploring the intimate, complex role of Dublin in 
the novel, Anne Fogarty invites readers to “surmise things the 
text does not tell us, an impulse that would be a misstep in the 
case of most other fictions.” Three essays reveal how much the 
places where Joyce lived influenced the composition of Ulysses: 
Trieste; Zurich, where he wrote a large portion of the novel; and 
Paris, “perhaps the only city in the world where Ulysses could 
come to fruition and find publication,” according to Catherine 
Flynn. In Paris, Joyce found stability, financial support, and 
fame. In the intriguing “Revisioning Ulysses,” Maria DiBattista 
notes that Joyce “composed [the novel] with an eye for accuracy 
that would satisfy not only the town gossip but also the munici-
pal engineer,” as he gradually devised new linguistic techniques 
to portray his characters. After an essay dealing with the histori-
cal and legal issues surrounding the novel’s famous censorship 
trials, Derick Dreher writes about Joyce’s handwritten, heavily 
edited Ulysses manuscripts and the fascinating history behind 
them. In 1924, they sold at auction for $1,975. Bibliophiles will 
savor James Maynard’s essay about the world’s largest collection 
of Joyceana, at the University of Buffalo—“unmatched glimpses 
into his writing process and literary relationships”—and how it 
was assembled. The book also includes excellent illustrations. 

A treat for those readers who appreciate wrestling with a 
beast of a novel. 

ALL THAT MOVES US
Life Lessons From a Pediatric 
Neurosurgeon
Wellons, Jay
Random House (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-593-24336-7  

A compelling look into the life of a 
pediatric neurosurgeon.

Memoirs by neurosurgeons is a grow-
ing genre, with at least half a dozen nota-

ble books in print, including Henry Marsh’s Do No Harm, one of 
the best medical memoirs ever. Although not in Marsh’s class, 

this book by Wellons, professor of neurological surgery, pedi-
atrics, radiology, and other specialties at Vanderbilt Medical 
Center, is an engaging entry. The author provides vivid, often 
gruesomely detailed chronicles of his procedures, most of which 
turn out well. Like most neurosurgeons, Wellons was bright and 
ambitious, and he did not enter medical school yearning for this 
career but made up his mind before graduation. “Every time I 
would walk past the neurosurgery oper ating room,” he writes, 

“I would stop and look inside to see what they were doing….One 
hundred percent of the time I would stand on my tiptoes to peek 
in through the little square window in the door.” His training—
surgery, then neurosurgery, then a fellowship in pediatric neuro-
surgery—was grueling, but this is not the author’s main concern. 
Nearly all fellow residents, teachers, and colleagues that Wel-
lons describes are likable and competent, and he offers few spe-
cific opinions about the American medical system. More than 
anything, he tells interesting stories—e.g., traveling with his 
team to Australia to perform that nation’s first operation on a 
pregnant woman’s fetus to correct its spinal cord; treating an 
adolescent who suffered catastrophic brain damage after a sui-
cide attempt with her policeman father’s service revolver; wit-
nessing a terrible auto accident, rushing to assist, instructing 
bystanders on the proper first aid, and, ultimately, saving mul-
tiple lives. Wellons also recounts his first mistake: After saving 
the life of an 11-year-old with a brain infection, he discovered 
that he left two rubber bands inside the patient. Thankfully, he 
was able to remove them during the next procedure.

A dramatic narrative inside and outside the operating 
room.

ALI’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL
Tales of Desperation and a 
Little Inspiration
Wentworth, Ali
Harper (208 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-062-98086-1  

A collection of comedic vignettes 
about life during the Covid-19 lockdown.

In her latest book, actor and come-
dian Wentworth focuses on her life during 

the first year of the pandemic. The author contracted the virus in 
March 2020, forcing her to spend more than two weeks in isola-
tion. She describes her surreal experience getting tested and the 
even more bizarre “fever dreams” that accompanied her illness, 
and she recounts how her husband’s (ABC News anchor George 
Stephanopoulos) trip to the pharmacy to pick up her medicine 
made tabloid news. Wentworth also explores how our house-
cleaning standards changed for many of us during lockdown, and 
she shares the shock she felt regarding the state of her home 
when she emerged from isolation: “It was on par with a frat house 
after March Madness. It was Animal House. Literally and figura-
tively. As of that moment I wanted to put my family on double 
secret probation.” Like many of us, the author picked up some 
new hobbies during that time, including gardening and clamming 
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(“Like diving for shells, there is a treasure-hunt element to the 
endeavor that I find irresistible”), and ate lots of junk food—not 
to mention spending an inordinate amount of time surfing the 
internet and watching TV. Once restrictions lifted, Wentworth 
ventured back out into the world, and she writes about getting 
lost and seeing a bear on a girls’ hiking trip and playing charades 
with Alan and Arlene Alda, Alec Baldwin, Marlo Thomas, and 
Phil Donahue. The author also shares poignant experiences from 
the time, including sending her daughter to college. “Think Cast 
Away, with my daughter as Wilson the volleyball,” she writes. 
While many readers will find plenty of relatable and/or laugh-out-
loud moments, the author’s stories frequently diverge from the 
topic and include random, head-scratching details.

A light, amusing work for fans of Wentworth’s quirky 
sense of humor.

LITTLE BROTHER
Love, Tragedy, and My Search 
for the Truth
Westhoff, Ben
Hachette (288 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-306-92317-3  

A journalist seeks to tease out the 
truth behind the murder of a young 
Black man.

Jorell was an at-risk child in a rough 
part of St. Louis, where his single father was trying to raise eight 
children; his mother was in prison. Westhoff, a White journalist 
and author of Original Gangstas and Fentanyl, Inc., came into the 
picture as a volunteer in the Big Brothers Big Sisters program. 
During a stint in Brooklyn, Westhoff brought Jorell to the city: 

“We looked out from the top of the Empire State Building. We 
explored art galleries in Chelsea. He tried sushi for the first time.” 
Still, searching for an identity and as a footloose adolescent at the 
time that racial violence was widespread in his hometown, punc-
tuated by the rioting in Ferguson in which Jorell participated, the 
young man entered dangerous territory, literally and figuratively. 
When he was shot and killed in 2016, the police took little inter-
est. Following clues and talking with witnesses and Jorell’s friends, 
Westhoff worked to find answers, and he recounts his quest in 
diligent yet sometimes stultifying detail. “Learning the truth 
about Jorell’s killer required me to understand the troubled his-
tory of St. Louis, how discrimination and pervasive poverty has 
shaped life for millions,” he writes, and there’s plenty of sociology 
to follow. His investigation also forced him to confront his own 
identity and privilege. Having narrowed his list of likely suspects 
down to three Black men and closing in on the likeliest, he raises 
a hard point: “Was it right for me, as a white person, to try to get 
him thrown in prison?” He adds, “Especially in the post–George 
Floyd era, with millions demanding societal change and criminal 
justice reform, this was a pertinent question.” It’s a question he 
answers in thought-provoking fashion.

A sometimes plodding but ultimately satisfying study in 
true crime.

AN EXTRAVAGANT LIFE
An Autobiography 
Incorporating Blue Water, 
Green Skipper
Woods, Stuart
Putnam (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-18851-4  

An autobiography from the best-
selling creator of Stone Barrington that 
incorporates the text of Woods’ 1977 sail-

ing memoir, Blue Water, Green Skipper.
Readers hungry for details of how Woods wrote his dozens 

of novels will come away mostly with a single word: quickly. “I 
could write almost as fast as I could think,” he notes, adding 
that since “I had a gift for holding the book in my head,” he saw 
little need to revise: “I was, and have always been, lightly edited.” 
Woods spends longer describing his forebears than his child-
hood and lavishes considerably more detail on his fondness for 
dining at Elaine’s (one chapter) than on his disastrous third mar-
riage (one paragraph in that chapter). Nor will curious fans learn 
much about his other marriages, most of the people who mat-
tered most to him—his “best friend,” his second wife’s father, 
is evoked in a single paragraph noting his death—or his inte-
rior life. What they will learn, if they didn’t suspect it already, 
is how many features of the author’s tales of Stone Barrington 
are directly transcribed from his life: the coyly described sexual 
encounters, the love of dining at Elaine’s, the insatiable appe-
tite for acquiring high-end toys (two Porsches, three airplanes, 
an upgraded room aboard the QE2 and dwellings in Key West, 
Santa Fe, Maine, Connecticut, England, and, most entertain-
ingly, New York). The best thing here is the embedded reprint-
ing of Blue Water, Green Skipper, which describes the author’s 
determination to enter a race of sailboats crossing the Atlantic, 
a journey he made alone and successfully. This sharply written 
segment, which occupies more than half the pages of the mem-
oir, is marked by a conflict-driven story whose narrator repeat-
edly surmounts discouraging obstacles in pursuit of a quixotic 
dream. After that, it’s back to stories about Woods’ dogs, work 
in advertising, and wildly successful career as a novelist.

Chatty, anecdotal, guilelessly immodest, and utterly 
unrevealing.
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HOLLYWOOD IN CHINA
Behind the Scenes of the 
World’s Largest Movie Market
Ying Zhu
The New Press (480 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-62097-218-2  

A scholarly survey of the Chinese 
film industry as it has grown alongside 
Hollywood.

In her latest work of media stud-
ies, Ying, author of Two Billion Eyes: The Story of China Central 
Television, examines China’s increasingly potent film industry, 
from the West-inspired conception of Shanghai in the 1920s to 
today’s Hollywood-esque mega hits. Early on, Chinese authori-
ties grasped the power of film to influence its citizens, espe-
cially in terms of stoking nationalism, just like early American 
studios employed film for propaganda purposes during World 
War I. Using specific films to illustrate her points, the author 
advances her journey chronologically, keeping the Sino-Hol-
lywood relationship percolating along parallel narratives. She 
examines how Chinese innovators like Zhang Shichuan, consid-
ered a founding father of Chinese cinema, and the Shaw broth-
ers, who founded Tianyi, mimicked the work of such American 
visionaries as Universal’s Carl Laemmle and Paramount’s Jesse 
L. Lasky and Adolf Zukor. Even more so than in the American 
industry, the Chinese market, affected by the vagaries of chang-
ing governments, has often used overbearing censoring prac-
tices, including the banning of evening movies, the restriction 
of women customers, and the blocking of racy content. The 
author documents many instances of protests over denigrating 
portraits of Chinese people in American films, and she shows 
how the post-1949 transition from Hollywood entertainment 
to Soviet revolutionary pictures, and the breakout of Korean 
War, essentially sealed American films out of China until the 
end of the Mao era. She also examines the resurgence of Chi-
nese moviemaking in the 1990s and the explosion after China 
joined the World Trade Organization in 2001 as well as how, 
under the nation’s latest strongman leader, Xi Jinping, “cultural 
self-confidence” has become a keystone. This book is charac-
terized by excellent research and sharp cultural insight, but it 
sometimes reads like a dissertation. For a less academic work 
focused on the current landscape, check out Erich Schwartzel’s 
Red Carpet.

An able chronicle of the deep, tumultuous relationship 
between Hollywood and Chinese cinema.

“An able chronicle of the deep, tumultuous relationship
between Hollywood and Chinese cinema.” 

hollywood in china
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DRAWING OUTDOORS by Jairo Buitrago; 
illus. by Rafael Yockteng; trans. by Elise Amado ...............................105
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MARSHMALLOW CLOUDS by Ted Kooser; 
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MOMMY’S HOMETOWN by Hope Lim; illus. by Jaime Kim .......... 121

TOMATOES IN MY LUNCHBOX by Costantia Manoli; 
illus. by Magdalena Mora ..................................................................122

GIBBERISH by Young Vo ...................................................................134

BIG CATS by Tyus D. Williams; illus. by Chaaya Prabhat ............... 136

THE WORLD BELONGED TO US by Jacqueline Woodson; 
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

GIBBERISH 
Vo, Young
Levine Querido (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-64614-110-4 

CLEMENTINE AND THE LION
Abbott, Zoey
Kids Can (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5253-0562-7  

Young Clementine has a ball living 
alone…but then discovers that sharing a 
home isn’t so bad either.

In a story that may have more mean-
ing for fledgling adults than younger readers, Clementine, por-
trayed as a light-skinned child—at least in earlier scenes—with 
a luxuriant spray of orange hair, takes advantage of the sud-
den disappearance of equally pale parents she considers “ogres” 
(they’re not) to invent a paint that makes the whole house invis-
ible and, from then on, to do as she pleases. That halcyon time 
comes to an abrupt end when she leaves the door open after a 
grocery run and a male lion strolls in to drink milk out of the 
carton, leave the bathroom a mess, and generally behave like a 
stereotypical bachelor. Until, that is, Clementine comes out of 
hiding and the two quickly discover that they’re compatible…
so much so that they take up residence together and even strip 
off the house’s invisibility paint in case the ’rents ever reap-
pear. Plenty of children will find the notion of having a whole 
house to themselves an appealing one, but both the plotline 
and stylish detailing in the finely drawn pencil and gouache 
illustrations suggest that Abbott may have a broader audience 
in mind from the start. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A tongue-in-cheek foray for independent sorts—not nec-
essarily younger ones. (Picture book. 6-8)

THE BOY WHO LOVED MAPS
Allen, Kari
Illus. by G. Brian Karas
Anne Schwartz/Random (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  July 12, 2022
978-1-984852-30-4
978-0-593-42633-3 PLB  

A little boy known as the Mapmaker 
is stumped when a girl asks him for a 
special map.

Though he loves creating all kinds 
of maps in his treehouse office, he is perplexed by her requests 
that he find and map a place with warm sand and hiding 
spots for treasure. Her requirements become more and more 
abstract, and the Mapmaker has no idea what to do. But the 
girl, it seems, already has a plan. It is frustratingly apparent that 
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she already knows what she wants but for some reason wishes to 
teach the Mapmaker a lesson. She takes him around their idyllic 
little town like a baby Manic Pixie Dream Girl, showing him 
the warm sunbeams in the library, the delicious-smelling bakery, 
and all the other little comforts of home. Finally, they sit down 
together to draw a map of their town, which is just what the girl 
wanted all along. Rendered in a muted palette, the art is simple 
and cozy. The boy has light skin and dark hair, and the girl has 
light skin and light hair. The book’s lesson—that we should 
appreciate the beauty of our own surroundings—is sweet and 
gentle. However, the characters lack personality, the girl in par-
ticular being just a pedagogic device, and the narrative is not 
especially engaging. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet story without much else to offer. (author’s note, 
glossary, more information, activities) (Picture book. 4-8)

POO-DUNIT?
A Forest Floor Mystery
Aronson, Katelyn
Illus. by Stephanie Laberis
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-5362-1637-0  

Can Mouse discover who has made 
this stinky doo?

“Once upon a forest floor, / a snout poked out / a burrow door / 
and wheezed and sneezed, / for on the breeze / there came a hint 
of… // POO.” Mouse finds a giant mound, hairy and brown with 
red berries in it. First Mouse calls to Squirrel, who denies mak-
ing anything that big and suggests Skunk. Mouse calls Skunk, 
who replies, “Don’t make me sick! / My poo is thin. / This poo is 
thick! / Ask Porcupine.” But Porcupine’s is short, and this one 
is long, and it’s not Fox’s, Coyote’s, or Deer’s. As the animals 
look at the poo’s characteristics and deduce who made it, Bear 
arrives to proudly take responsibility. Bear also claims no one 
can outpoo them, but Moose does just that, graphically. What 
is Mouse to do with all of this ordure? Disconsolate at first, she 
then has a great idea, and spring brings a much more enjoyable 
whiff to her front door: nicely fertilized flowers. Aronson’s 
story of a scatological stumper will elicit giggles (and probably 
offend some). The quiz and the paean to poo at the close add a 
little fun and science, respectively. Laberis’ digitally created car-
toon illustrations are worthy of Disney—if Disney did doo-doo. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Stinky science with a sprinkle of silly. (Picture book. 4-9)

THE BRITISH ARE COMING 
(YOUNG READERS EDITION)
Atkinson, Rick with Kate Waters
Henry Holt (208 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Aug. 23, 2022
978-1-250-80058-9  

A young readers’ adaptation of the 
2019 bestseller by Pulitzer Prize–win-
ning author Atkinson. 

Aided by Waters, Atkinson cuts close 
to 600 pages of text from the original in 

this work for middle-grade readers about the start of the Revo-
lutionary War. Atkinson’s research is exemplary. His account 
traces the start of the war in both Boston and England in the 
years before fighting began; covers well-known battles such as 
Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill; and also spends signifi-
cant time on the conflicts in Canada and South Carolina that, 
while less famous, were important to the shape and flow of the 
war. Atkinson has a gift for detail and description—when a sol-
dier fires into a river, “the white splash rose as if from a thrown 
stone”—however the beauty of both are shorn away here. The 
challenge is that the book tries to cover nearly as many major 
events as the adult version that is nearly three times its length—
and what gets cut are the juicy bits. Readers are left with a dry 
tome recounting tactics and battles. It becomes impossible to 
keep track of the generals, much less the incredible number of 
named ships, and many individuals are not fleshed out enough 
to come to life in readers’ minds. 

Dry as old bones; will unfortunately convince children 
that history is boring. (list of maps, map legend, timeline, key 
players, note to readers, additional military details, Declara-
tion of Independence, glossary, sources, places to visit, addi-
tional information, source notes) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

CITY OF MAGIC
Avi
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-545-32197-6  

Rumors of a new kind of magic draw 
young Fabrizio and his aging master, 
Mangus, to Renaissance Venice in this 
follow-up to Murder at Midnight (2009).

Fabrizio and Master Mangus are 
dispatched by the king of their town of 

Pergamontio, who has heard of a mysterious new way of mak-
ing money, explained in a book by Franciscan friar Luca Pacioli. 
Superstitious Fabrizio discovers a world of seemingly magical 
wonders as he shepherds the increasingly sick and feeble Man-
gus through the cosmopolitan city of canals. They are pursued, 
for no evident reason aside from drumming up tension, by the 
king’s tax collector and an equally sinister confederate. Fab-
rizio quickly falls in with Bianca, a fellow orphan who serves 
as a local guide and who has an Egyptian gondolier (the one 

“Laberis’ digitally created cartoon illustrations are 
worthy of Disney—if Disney did doo-doo.”

poo -dunit?
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After nearly 10 years at Library 
Journal and School Library Journal—
the last five of which were spent as-
signing reviews of graphic novels for 
children and teens—I still marvel at 
the beauty and versatility of the for-
mat. As a new young readers’ editor 
at Kirkus Reviews, I hope these books 
continue to flourish; I’m especially 
excited to see stellar graphic nonfic-
tion, books in which authors draw 

heavily from their own childhoods, and works that, à la Jer-
ry Craft’s New Kid (2019), manage to simultaneously tackle 
typical kid concerns and complex social issues.

Set in a world where sun expo-
sure causes illness and death, Little 
Monarchs by Jonathan Case (Marga-
ret Ferguson/Holiday House, April 5) 
is nevertheless threaded with hope as 
readers see events through the eyes of 
Elvie, an imaginative, at times flighty, 
but courageous 10-year-old Black girl. 
Case’s richly illustrated, earth-toned 
panels are broken up by excerpts from 
Elvie’s notebook, filled with homework (assigned by her 
scientist guardian) and her charming, often heartbreaking 
musings. Readers will find Elvie a relatable stand-in, draw-
ing parallels between her dystopian world and their own.

Johnnie Christmas’ Swim Team 
(HarperAlley, May 17) follows Bree, a 
Black girl from Brooklyn who moves to 
Florida and, with the help of a neighbor, 
transforms her fear of water into a pas-
sion for swimming. Christmas’ vibrant 
images portray both nail-biting races 
and quieter moments that see Bree 
forging powerful friendships, grappling 
with self-doubt, and learning that her 
fears are rooted in the nation’s long his-

tory of segregation. Though friendship is at the center of 
this tale, the protagonist’s relationship with her single fa-
ther anchors her, too, and Bree’s frustration as he initially 
avoids her swim competitions leads to some especially poi-
gnant moments.

With Apple Crush (Random House Graphic, May 3), 
the follow-up to Stepping Stones (2020), Lucy Knisley once 
again mines her own childhood for inspiration. Jen, a young 
White girl, continues to cope with life in the country after 

her parents’ divorce. She may have 
adjusted to her newly blended fam-
ily, but rough terrain lies ahead as she 
starts a new school, butts heads with 
a mean classmate, and feels out of 
place as almost everyone around her 
seems to be pairing off romantically. 
Knisley’s art, rendered in an autum-
nal palette, and her knack for zeroing 
in on tween angst result in a graphic 
novel that exudes warmth even as it 
explores growing pains.

Corey Silverberg and Fiona Smyth’s 
You Know, Sex: Bod ies, Gender, Puber-
ty, and Other Things (Triangle Square 
Books for Young Readers, April 12) 
makes accessible, and palatable, a top-
ic that many kids and teens shy from. 
The author-illustrator team’s previous 
collaborations include Sex Is a Fun-
ny Word (2015), and their latest soars 
with the diversity of its characters, 
its vibrant colors, and its sensitive yet 

funny examination of gender, puberty, and, commendably, 
issues of consent. The book fairly explodes with content—
our review notes that sharing it with a grown-up might be 
the best approach, and adults who pick it up will find it a 
welcome alternative to the dry sex-ed texts of yesteryear.

Like its predecessors, Dionysos 
(First Second, March 8), the final 
installment in George O’Connor’s 
Olympians series, boasts striking, an-
gular art and is a testament to the au-
thor/illustrator’s meticulous research 
(his appended “G[r]eek Notes” are 
not to be missed). The series has al-
ways depicted the deities as simul-
taneously larger than life and all too 
human—and none more so than Di-
onysos, the result of a union between Zeus and a mortal 
woman. This origin story of the god of wine is appropri-
ately raucous, with scenes of drunken revelry, but it’s also 
a coming-of-age tale, with surprisingly tender moments 
that see Zeus gazing down from Olympus with fatherly 
concern at Dionysos’ earthly misadventures.

Mahnaz Dar is a young readers’ editor.

CHILDREN’S  |  Mahnaz Dar

graphic novels that reverberate
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character with a speaking part who doesn’t present as White) 
on call for transportation. She even turns out to be trained in 
the new magic, otherwise known as double-entry bookkeeping. 
Some chases, captures, escapes, and nighttime boat rides pro-
vide at least a framework of a plot, but along with providing no 
real rationale for the bad guys’ pursuit, they offer Mangus no 
active role beyond prisoner in need of rescue and barely sketch 
in the distinctive setting. The author seems chiefly interested 
in introducing readers to Pacioli, a real historical figure, before 
finishing off with a happy ending…for the good guys, at least.

Despite the manufactured suspense, this may draw 
middle-grade students of accounting history to the series. 
(author’s note) (Adventure. 10-12)

SHINE ON, LUZ VÉLIZ!
Balcárcel, Rebecca
Chronicle Books (332 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-79720-967-8  

A sixth grader turns to computer 
coding after a serious sports injury while 
adjusting to the unexpected arrival of her 
half sister.

Before she got hurt, playing soccer 
was central to both Luz Véliz’s iden-

tity and her relationship with her dad, who coached her team. 
Looking to excel again—at something that won’t hurt her still 
delicate knee—and to improve her recently strained relation-
ship with her dad by making him proud, Luz throws herself into 
coding. She has nine weeks to prepare a computer program for a 
school showcase that may earn her a spot in an advanced robot-
ics class. Luckily, Luz’s kindly neighbor, who used to work in the 
tech industry, agrees to tutor her. However, just as Luz begins 
to find her footing off the soccer field, she learns her father 
has a daughter in Guatemala. After losing her mother, 13-year-
old Solana not only moves in, she shares Luz’s room. Solana is 
outgoing and immediately popular at school, making Luz feel 
further displaced and jealous. But Luz’s voice resonates: She is 
sympathetic even in her darkest moments and is appropriately 
called out and remorseful when she crosses the line. She comes 
to understand the challenges faced by Guatemalan immigrants, 
both in risk of deportation and violent threats to life back home. 
The plot is absorbing and skillfully paced, laced with insight and 
warmth as Luz learns to embrace both her new sister and her 
new sense of self.

Inspiring, smart, and beautifully written. (inspiration 
board, recipes, author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

BALLEWIENA
Bender, Rebecca
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-77278-137-3  

For a dachshund with dancing feet, 
“sit” and “stay” are just so passé.

Possessed with the soul, if not the body, of a ballet dancer, 
Dotty would much rather pirouette and glissade down the 
sidewalk than heel like her polite poodle sisters Jazzebelle and 
Miffy—and so when her severe trainer Ms. Austere sends her 
to obedience school, she runs off in tears: “All I want to do is 
dance.” Despair is transformed to delight, however, after she 
meets Louis-Pierre, an acrobatic park squirrel whose offer to 
teach her a thing or two about training and discipline leaves her 
well prepared to walk onstage at the canine Golden Bow Talent 
Show and wow the crowd with her grand jeté and pas de chat. 
Even Ms. Austere is impressed…enough to allow Dotty to trans-
fer to l’Académie de ballet aux pitous. In the delicately drawn 

“A grand addition to the animal corps de ballet.”
ballewiena
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illustrations, Bender puts long-bodied Dotty on comically 
stubby hind legs and, along with joie de vivre that shines from 
the pages, kits her out in a red tutu and, oddly but as befits her 
name, a stylishly mottled hide. Ms. Austere is White, but the 
other dog owners at the show, all depicted (unlike their colorful 
pets) in monochrome, show a range of skin tones. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A grand addition to the animal corps de ballet. (Picture book. 
6-8)

LIGHT THE SKY, FIREFLY
Bestor, Sheri Mabry
Illus. by Jonny Lambert
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 15, 2022
978-1-53411-115-8  

A glowing chronicle of the life cycle 
of a firefly, from tiny egg to luminescent adult.

Bestor and Lambert’s latest collaboration for bug-curious 
readers starts with a firefly laying a clutch of eggs under some 
leaves in the summertime. A month later, small, six-legged lar-
vae emerge. The quickly growing larvae spend their autumn 
nights hunting snails and slugs, preparing to hibernate under-
ground and molt all winter. When springtime comes, the baby 
fireflies unearth themselves only to build and enter “a mud 
chamber” that allows them to transform into their final form: 
winged, long-bodied insects with a glimmering rear end. The 
simple main text appears in various sizes and colors, helping 
to emphasize various details for dramatic effect. Small-print 
informational tidbits, which use more sophisticated vocabulary, 
appear on the bottom of each full-bleed spread and will engage 
older children with additional context. Newer readers can easily 
skip these parts without losing the narrative thrust of the book. 
Thanks in large part to Lambert’s captivating, cut-paper–style 
images, this title truly offers something for everyone, particu-
larly in the beautiful nightscapes full of fireflies that close out 
the book. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Like a gleaming field of fireflies, it’s tough to take your eyes 
off this mesmerizing book. (Informational picture book. 5-10)

FRANK AND THE 
BAD SURPRISE
Brockenbrough, Martha
Illus. by Jon Lau
Levine Querido (64 pp.) 
$14.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-64614-088-6 
Series: Frank and the Puppy, 1 

Frank, a tuxedo cat, lives the good 
life until a new addition enters the fold.

When his humans bring home a box—usually a fun thing to 
climb inside—Frank is horrified to find a corgi puppy. Puppies 
are not conducive to the good life, so Frank mails a letter to his 

humans urging them to take the dog back. They don’t oblige, 
and when the puppy breaks a cardinal rule—she awakens Frank 
from a nap—Frank swats her (just a little swat) and is placed in 
his cage. How could his humans do that? When a second let-
ter goes ignored, Frank runs away. But life outside doesn’t turn 
out exactly how it looked from the window. Other humans don’t 
want a cat…and it rains…and a bag of garbage hits Frank, so he 
returns home. When the puppy turns out to be instrumental in 
Frank’s getting back inside and the humans make some accom-
modations, Frank changes his opinion of his new situation. 
Brockenbrough’s appealing early chapter book features simple 
declarative sentences with lots of repetition and cat-centered 
humor. Lau’s digitally manipulated, painted illustrations show-
ing a slobbery corgi, an expressive cat, and two brown-skinned 
humans convey both Frank’s moods and the gentle humor. 

A series opener that will delight cat AND dog fans. (Fiction. 
4-8)

MIGUEL’S COMMUNITY 
GARDEN
Brown-Wood, JaNay
Illus. by Samara Hardy
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-68263-166-9 
Series: Where in the Garden?, 2 

Miguel encounters a plethora of fruits and vegetables while 
searching for the sunflowers that will decorate his community 
garden’s evening party.

In this cheerful second entry in the Where in the Garden? 
series, Brown-Wood first describes a sunflower’s attributes for 
her preschool audience: a tall, single, thick stem; yellow petals 
around a center with many seeds; large, pointy leaves that stick 
out. Readers join Miguel as he visits nine plant species, each of 
which shares a physical attribute with sunflowers. An apricot 
tree is tall but “much taller than a sunflower.” Celery “is thick 
in places” but has multiple stalks rather than one stem. A brief 
rain shower doesn’t daunt the yellow-slickered Miguel and his 
pet tortoise in their search. Hardy’s exuberant illustrations 
depict Miguel and his family, all of whom are brown-skinned, 
who are joined at the party by a redheaded White child using a 
wheelchair, a girl with Asian features, and Amara, the Black girl 
with twin Afro puffs from the series’ previous title. Illustrations 
done in Photoshop with layers of hand-painted ink and water-
color textures depict a cheery, thriving urban garden teeming 
with bees, ladybugs, birds, and earthworms for children to spot. 
Inviting, patterned endpapers dance with the fruits and veggies 
growing in the garden, and a recipe for sunflower seed salad 
rounds out the project. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This appealing title delivers plant facts in a vibrant, har-
monious setting. (Informational picture book. 2-6)

“Like a gleaming field of fireflies, it’s tough to 
take your eyes off this mesmerizing book.”

light the sky, firefly
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DRAWING OUTDOORS 
Buitrago, Jairo
Illus. by Rafael Yockteng
Trans. by Elisa Amado
Greystone Kids (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-77164-847-9  

Between two lush green mountains, 
beside a pure blue river sits a school alone.

Inside the small pastel-colored building, there’s not much: 
“A blackboard, some chairs.” Who stands at the doorway every 
morning? A teacher, and today she’s ready to lead the class out-
doors. Behind her, a slew of students—of various skin tones and 
ages—trail. “We are explorers, we have papers, we have cray-
ons.” What will the students observe and draw today? Among 
the trees, a Brontosaurus drinks from the river. Atop a grand 
rock, a Triceratops stands tall with a hen perched upon one of 
its horns. Later, a pack of pterodactyls blot out the sun, soar-
ing among white clouds. Even a Tyrannosaurus rex makes an 

appearance—with a roar. Some students flee. “Only the brav-
est of us stay on and draw.” Another fanciful collaboration full 
of wonder, Buitrago and Yockteng’s (Wounded Falcons, 2021) 
latest boasts a deceptively straightforward premise that begs 
for rereads. The clean, vibrant artwork brings forth an idyl-
lic landscape brimming with vast vistas hinting at the magical 
whimsy, which echoes across the small interactions among stu-
dents in the background. Precise, sparse text (a translation pro-
vided once again by Amado) carries playfully from moment to 
moment. When class concludes at the end of the day, another 
inspiring school day seems right around the corner. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Schoolhouse bliss. (Picture book. 4-8)
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AIR MILES
Burningham, John & Bill Salaman
Illus. by Helen Oxenbury
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5362-2334-7  

The small dog who learned to drive 
a car in Motor Miles (2016) takes to the 
skies.

Left barely begun at his death, Burn-
ingham’s second tribute to a beloved Jack Russell terrier is 
expanded from notes and sketches (the latter smoothly inter-
spersed with Oxenbury’s more finished but equally spare and 
softly textured watercolors) into a poignant remembrance of 
the author. Looking for a way to cheer up his aging, droopy 
canine companion, young Norman Trudge again turns to local 
handyman Mr. Huddy—who, this time, wheels out an airplane 
just the right size for a small pilot with paws. Off goes Miles, 
soaring over fields and towns, by day and night, into and out of 
clouds. But a day comes at last when Norman helps him into 
the cockpit one last time and watches as he flies up into the 
misty sky and away. The narrative, also spare and freighted with 
feeling, ends with a tender farewell: “Goodbye, Miles.” Norman, 
his mother, and Mr. Huddy are all light-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Goodbye, Mr. Burningham. Thank you for one last grand 
and memorable flight. (Picture book. 5-7)

DRAGONFLY EYES
Cao Wenxuan
Trans. by Helen Wang
Candlewick (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-5362-0018-8  

A transnational family navigates life 
in early- to mid-20th-century China.

This atmospheric work translated 
from the Chinese renders the trials and 
tribulations befalling the family of Du 

Meixi, scion of a Shanghainese silk empire, and his French 
wife, Océane, whom he meets in Marseilles in 1925. Refer-
encing antique glass beads called dragonfly eyes that become 
prized family heirlooms, the title doubles as a metaphor for 
the multiplicity of the characters’ lived experiences. The omni-
scient narration is anchored in Océane’s character, alternat-
ing between her perspective and that of Ah Mei, her favorite 
and youngest grandchild, the only girl, and the one who most 
resembles her Nainai, or paternal grandmother. By turns senti-
mental and tragic, the plot juxtaposes quotidian details against 
factual historical background, including Japan’s 1937 invasion of 
China, in illustrating the family’s plight. In the 1950s, a famine 
affects people across China; the Du family experiences scarcity 
in part through fewer visits to the neighborhood patisserie, a 
dwindling supply of coffee beans, and having to dismiss most of 

their beloved, long-serving household staff. During the Cultural 
Revolution, Océane, highly acculturated and fluent in Shang-
hainese but nevertheless perceived as foreign, is persecuted as 
a spy along with her capitalist spouse. Recurring commentary 
by Chinese characters on Océane’s blue eyes and her grandchil-
dren’s mixed-race appearances—while realistic in the original 
context—is not given much context and may benefit from dis-
cussion with younger readers.

Readers experience decades of tumultuous history 
through multiple generations of one family. (historical note) 
(Historical fiction. 9-12)

RISE OF THE SCHOOL FOR 
GOOD AND EVIL
Chainani, Soman
Illus. by RaidesArt
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-06-316152-8 
Series: The School for Good and Evil 

Twin wizards duel, fret, switch roles, 
and fall for the same guy in this prequel 
to the popular series.

Continuing on the theme that it isn’t as easy to distinguish 
good from evil as it might seem, Chainani goes back to a time 
when the titular school was run by a pair of immortal adoles-
cents. School Masters Rhian and Rafal have been told that lov-
ing one another is the only way to maintain the balance between 
Good and Evil at the school, but a long run of folk and fairy tales 
written out by the mysterious pen called the Storian—in which 
Good triumphs—has led to a fraternal rift. The assignment of 
decided scapegrace Aladdin to, astonishingly, the School for 
Good widens the antagonism (could the Storian have made a 
mistake?). But though Aladdin is the main point-of-view char-
acter for major stretches in the early going, no sooner does he 
hook up with dazzling schoolmate Princess Kyma than the 
author shoves him deep into the supporting cast to make room 
for a jealousy-fueled break and some bad behavior that comes 
when first Rafal then Rhian lock gazes and lips with pirate 
trainee James Hook (latest of a long line of villains defeated by 
a certain other ageless teen). Most of the cast reads as White. 
Lush but rare illustrations underscore dramatic incidents.

Series fans may enjoy this patched-together prelude. (Fan-
tasy. 11-14)

“Readers experience decades of tumultuous history 
through multiple generations of one family.”

dragonfly eyes
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A few months before his death in 1973, legendary Chilean 
poet Pablo Neruda, winner of a Nobel Prize for literature, com-
pleted his Book of Questions. In Book of Questions: Selec tions, trans-
lated by Sara Lissa Paulson and illustrated by Paloma Valdivia 
(Enchanted Lion Books, April 26), 70 carefully selected ques-
tions (out of the original 320) have been arranged thematically, 
appearing both in English translation and the original Spanish 
and enhanced by exquisite full-page illustrations: “Do unshed 
tears / wait in little lakes? // Or become invisible rivers / that 
rush toward sadness?” And “Why does night’s hat / fly away 
full of holes?” “Why do silkworms spend their lives / dressed in 
such rags?” Neruda’s posthumously published work—not writ-
ten specifically for children—is here made accessible for the 
very young, although readers of all ages will enjoy engaging with 
it. Paulson and Valdivia spoke with us over Zoom from their re-
spective homes in New York City and Santiago; the conversa-
tion has been edited for length and clarity.

What does the book mean to you?
Paloma Valdivia: I feel very close to Neruda: Neruda and 
[Chilean Nobel Laureate] Gabriela Mistral were the first po-

ets I knew in childhood. My grandmother was from the south 
of Chile, [where] Neruda was from; [her] best friend was Ner-
uda’s sister. My father was a geologist studying Budi Lake, one 
of the saltiest lakes in the world, [which Neruda frequented]. 
I learned to read with Neruda, I learned to philosophize with 
Neruda—his questions left space to imagine and think about 
the universe and the world. I had a teacher who taught us to 
read with this book and with Gabriela Mistral: She put music 
to the questions, and at first we sang them. Then we could read 
because we knew them from memory.

Sara Lissa Paulson: Since [the questions] are so short, in 
couplets, I’m excited by what Paloma shared about music, be-
cause that’s what it was: creating a melody, constructing a uni-
verse, writing a narrative from a complete opening of some-
one’s heart and mind. He collected these questions over his en-
tire life; Ple nos poderes was my first book of Neruda’s, and there 
are questions [in it] similar to Book of Questions. I feel like there’s 
a pathway that I can trace through the books that I love, as an 
educator and someone who wants children to think for them-
selves and be able to see—and trust what they see.

Leonardo Dujovne

WORDS WITH…

Paloma Valdivia & Sara Lissa Paulson

An illustrator and a translator discuss a work, years in the making, that 
introduces children to Pablo Neruda
BY LAURA SIMEON

Leonardo Dujovne

Paloma Valdivia

Sara Lissa Paulson
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Sara, what were some of the translation challenges?
SLP: Keeping focused on the audience as children and holding 
on to syntax and the essence of words were important consider-
ations, but for me, echoing the melody or rhythm in the original 
Spanish was truly the most difficult aspect. Finding the internal 
rhymes was a great challenge, and I am very proud of certain 
lines such as “crowds of colorful flowers.” There are so many 
layers; it’s like a kaleidoscope. [Editor] Claudia [Bedrick]’s ad-
vice [was that] we need to open up the conversation and path-
ways that he’s presented. You have to be humble—you can’t ex-
press everything because of the density of the words he uses—
the most simple word has so much inside it. I felt when I was 
translating that it would have been ideal if we [had the] Spanish 
and then three English variations.

Paloma, how did you approach the art?
PV: It was an honor that Claudia invited to me to illustrate 
this book, but it was a very difficult journey because it took 
five years. It was the first time that I have needed to study and 
search for a lot of material to understand how to illustrate. Sara 
didn’t want me to illustrate the answers: I needed to find out 
where the questions came from. I read a lot of biographies and 
interviews, and I went to all Neruda’s houses, [where] I could 
imagine what he might have been thinking. So the illustrations 
are not completely from my imagination; I studied to create 
these images. Everything was very thought out: I went to Neru-
da’s house and all the furniture and the curtains had stains from 
green ink, because he wrote just with green ink. So I told Clau-
dia that we should write the Spanish questions in green ink.

What was the collaborative process like?
SLP: One example comes from the question: “If all the yellow 
is gone / How will we make bread?” This was my original final 
translation. However, in response to Claudia’s editorial focus 
that the questions open conversations with children (and, in 
this particular example, avoid climate anxiety), I came up with 
more variations and we decided on: “If we use up all the yel-
low / with what will we make bread?” This retained the musi-
cality, which was very important to me, and lended itself more 
to deep conversation about zero waste and needs and wants, 
which we all need to think and talk about. How much do we 
need? What happens when you use something all up? How do 
we avoid that? Why should we avoid that?

PV: I received the manuscript in 2016, but it changed every 
day, because I reordered the questions and then I’d talk with 
Sara and we’d reorder again, and then I’d find a way to illustrate 
them, and then I’d change [something]. It was in motion for 
years—it took real shape in the last year. I think this book is 
like a chorus with three voices singing. I did hundreds of illus-
trations—really!—and I illustrated in layers: pencil, then ink, 
then color. I did a lot of sketches, I searched for a lot of refer-
ences in artists who drew shells, mathematical or geometrical 

[designs], and then I started to create my own world but with 
Neruda’s words. Every one of these illustrations is a puzzle with 
hundreds of pieces. This is a book made of layers: different lay-
ers of thinking and writing and illustrating. I have been an illus-
trator for 20 years, and I have never had such a complex project 
as this. I found a new way to work. 

What impact do you hope the book will have on its 
readers?
SLP: I hope that they read the book slowly and savor the 
sounds, because I think if you read quickly—in the English and 
the Spanish—you don’t feel the words as much. I love the final 
words in Paloma’s illustrator’s note: “There are no answers, only 
more questions arising from Neruda’s questions.” Allow ques-
tion upon question to emerge. I hope people will be encour-
aged to become multilingual as well as to look at the world anew, 
because we lose that ability as we grow older. We lose the ability 
for divergent thinking that small children are so good at—look-
ing anew at everything without judgment. I hope that it moves 
them to observe nature and understand our integral part in it.

PV: [I hope it’s] a quiet place for children to observe and 
feel this amazing world without the noise or images that they 
are bombarded with all the time. I hope this book will be a 
place to contemplate the world and to sit with adults, reading 
and hoping for a better world, a quiet world. I think it’s a good 
time to have this book because of the pandemic: We can’t go 
outside, but poetry and books and illustration and nature and 
these questions can make a beautiful inner world. 

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor. Book of Questions: Selec-
tions received a starred review in the March 1, 2022, issue.
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VALENTINA SALAZAR IS NOT 
A MONSTER HUNTER
Córdova, Zoraida
Scholastic (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-338-71271-1  

Three siblings go on a road trip to 
find a mythical creature. 

Eleven-and-a-half-year-old Valentina 
Alexander Salazar is the youngest sibling 
in a family that used to be monster pro-

tectors, rescuing creatures who cross over from another dimen-
sion and sending them back before they are killed by monster 
hunters. But since Val’s father’s untimely death during a mission 
gone wrong, her mother has taken the family off the road and 
settled into a more normal (and in Val’s honest opinion, dull) 
life. While her older siblings seem to be fully adapted to their 
new reality, Val struggles to fit in and secretly continues to track 
magical creatures. When the egg of a mythical being appears on 
her radar, she manages to convince her older siblings Rome and 
Lola to join her in finding and protecting it (deep inside hoping 
she can convince them to carry on with the family’s mission). 
This entertaining adventure novel is full of surprising twists and 
features a nice blend of science-fiction and fantasy worldbuild-
ing. Ostensibly a story about monsters and how to deal with 
them, at its heart is the close-knit Salazar family, whose bonds 
are fraying at the edges of their shared grief, and their young-
est child, who helps them with her fierce, earnest advocacy to 
remember who they truly are. The Salazars are originally from 
Ecuador, and most of the cast is brown-skinned. 

Fun and heartwarming. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE RISING TIDE
Dahm, Evan
First Second (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-250-23631-9 
Series: Island Book, 3 

Sola unites the island peoples with a 
discovery about the Monster.

In this third series installment following The Infinite Land 
(2021), Alef ’s coastal lands on the continent are threatened by 
encroaching waves. Alef has left Chief Hunder, disengaged and 
unsympathetic to the settlers’ fears about the danger posed by 
rising seas, in power. When Wick arrives with news that their 
friend Sola may have survived a shipwreck, Wick and Hunder 
must flee Alef ’s furious response. Sola, now mother to a found-
ling (possibly the lost king of the continenters), has found 
refuge on a wave-washed island. Her hope, along with that of 
Wick, Hunder, and her friend Esha, lies with a marvelous, mot-
ley flotilla of vessels belonging to different island cultures, all 
with intriguingly varied rigging and hulls. Conversations—terse 
and telegraphic—reveal the determination of Sola and those 
represented in the flotilla to embrace cooperative survival. In 

contrast with Alef ’s plan to displace the continenters with his 
own followers and move farther inland, Sola accepts that the 
sea will create separate islands. Illustrations rich with, by turns, 
action, silence, and backstory carry the narrative along with the 
spare dialogue. The cast of bipedal, binocular nonhuman peo-
ple features distinctive skin colors and countenances. Dahm’s 
impressively compact storytelling often seems to encompass 
entire conversations, events, and ideas in a few frames and a few 
words. 

Absorbing, thoughtful worldbuilding and adventure. 
(Graphic fantasy. 9-13)

THE GREAT WALL 
THROUGH TIME
A 2,700-Year Journey Along 
the World’s Greatest Wall
DK Publishing
Illus. by Du Fei
Trans. by Wu Qi
DK Publishing (40 pp.) 
$21.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-0-7440-4848-3  

Time-travel along the Great Wall of China in this Chinese 
import translated by Wu.

At 13,170 miles long and with more than 2,700 years of his-
tory, the Great Wall of China is a series of walls and fortifica-
tions spanning deserts and mountains. Starting in the city of 
Nanyang in 656 B.C.E. and ending at the Yanmen Pass in 2022 
C.E., the book introduces readers to the awe-inspiring struc-
ture’s history, from the influential figures who helped build 
it to the wall’s evolving uses to notable historical events. Just 
over a dozen such events are highlighted, with a double-page 
panoramic scene of a different area of the Great Wall accompa-
nying each short prose overview. Du’s highly detailed realistic 
illustrations in an earthy palette teem with visual information 
to pore over. The consistently used bird’s-eye perspective helps 
establish the immense scale of the Great Wall. Readers see 
snow-covered mountains, desert sands, green landscapes, and 
scores of soldiers, laborers, and travelers. As with its predeces-
sor, China Through Time (2020), callouts bordering the pages 
offer interesting facts and seek-and-find prompts. Hidden in 
each two-page spread is Hong Yu, a red fox whose activities are 
used to quiz readers. A short timeline at the closing provides 
some dynastic context. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A richly visual and interactive resource for learning about 
one of the world’s greatest architectural and cultural wonders. 
(glossary) (Nonfiction picture book. 7-10)
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LEILA, THE PERFECT WITCH
Drago, Flavia Z.
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  July 12, 2022
978-1-5362-2050-6  

A young witch finds perfection in let-
ting go of expectations and enjoying the 
moment.

Leila is extraordinary and excels at all 
sorts of witchy endeavors. She’s the fastest flyer, most cunning 
conjurer, and craftiest carver in her coven. Her bedroom teems 
with trophies, but her big dream is to win The Magnificent 
Witchy Cake-Off. Baking is a family legacy, and Leila has high 
hopes for success. Contrary to her previous ventures, mastering 
the “Dark Arts of Patisserie” is a skill that evades Leila. Worried 
that she’ll disappoint her family, she forgoes fun times with her 
sisters and instead focuses on making the perfect pastry. After 
her attempts fail, she accepts help from her sisters and enjoys 
the time they spend together. The competition tests Leila, and 
although the outcome isn’t what she hoped for, she realizes that 
sharing the experience with her family and having their support 
are even more important wins. Loaded with visual humor and 
quirky details, this whimsical tale charms and delights. Leila, 
her frog friends, and her family are comically illustrated with 
quarter-moon eyes and expressive faces. Eagle-eyed readers will 
spot Gustavo, the shy ghost protagonist from Drago’s previous 
picture book, and cultural images associated with Mexico’s Day 
of the Dead holiday, like La Catrina, calaveras, and pumpkins 
carved with papel picado–like designs. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A picture book about the gifts of imperfection that casts a 
sweet and satisfying spell. (Picture book. 4-9)

SOME DADDIES
Ekster, Carol Gordon
Illus. by Javiera Maclean Álvarez
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-5064-6056-7  

An ode to fathers of all sorts.
“Every daddy is different!” So goes the 

refrain found sporadically before page turns throughout this 
book. It’s also the central message, one that’s captured in the 
illustrations, which feature fathers who range in terms of race, 
appearance, age, and ability. The brightly colored and modern 
artwork is pleasing, if somewhat pedestrian. The text includes 
challenging terms, such as multisyllabic or concept words, as 
well as less common words and phrases (whistling, dense, and 
protective gear). Commendably, the book reinforces the reality 
that fathers and father figures aren’t always a biological relation 
and may not be a primary caregiver: “Some daddies are yours 
from the time you are born. Others are favorite grownups, cho-
sen for a special day...or all your life. Some pick you. Some you 
pick. Others share you with another daddy.” The point is well 

expressed and illustrated, but for all the book does well, text 
and art lack vivacity, and it’s unlikely that children will be clam-
oring for this one. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Beneficial and pleasant, if uninspired. (Picture book. 4-6)

TWO DOGS 
Falconer, Ian
Michael di Capua/ 
HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-295447-3  

Housebound wiener dogs Augie and 
Perry get up to no good when left on 
their own.

Posing his pooches on four legs or, 
anthropomorphically, two (or even, at the beginning, as busts 
on stands), Falconer takes a break from his long-running Olivia 
series to proffer as winsome a doggy duo as ever was. Drawn 
with great and often hilariously expressive precision—and fre-
quently placed on entirely blank backgrounds to call attention 
to the fact—the two dachshunds appear at first glance as digni-
fied as “little Roman emperors.” Appearances can be deceiving, 
though: “Most of the time Augie looked more serious. Perry was 
all over the place.” As their human family, never seen (except 
once as light-skinned hands), is gone all day at work or school, 
the dogs look for ways to relieve their boredom…first by tus-
sling over a ball, then by figuring out how to open the back door 
to an exciting world of flowers to water, a pool to splash in, and, 
best of all, a lawn to excavate (“Dachshunds love to dig”). The 
sound of a car pulling in may touch off some momentary panic 
(“We’re going to get in TROUBLE, Augie!”), but dachshunds 
are also smart enough to run back inside and exude innocence 
convincingly enough to earn treats rather than punishment. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A snug, funny round of hijinks by low dogs. (Picture book. 5-7)

SWIMMERS
Ferrada, María José
Illus. by Mariana Alcántara
Trans. by Kit Maude
Tapioca Stories (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-73478-393-3  

Heralding swimmers both human 
and piscine.

This book opens with the rumination 
that “every species has a recurring dream.” It conflates human 
swimmers who may aspire to aquatic glory with fish who, we’re 
informed, “dream of becoming Olympic swimmers”—though 
this is “an unlikely dream.” Young readers should appreciate the 
notion that when skimming effortlessly through the water, they 
almost take on the attributes of actual fish. Indeed, the quirky, 
imaginative illustrations, appearing to have been created mostly 

“A snug, funny round of hijinks by low dogs.”
two dogs
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with charcoal textures and collage and with some touches of 
color, often depict human swimmers—here rendered dark-
skinned in charcoal black—artfully and gracefully melding with 
the anatomies of confident, sleek, streamlined denizens of the 
sea. The book ostensibly means to encourage young swimming 
enthusiasts to stick with their sport and think of themselves as 

“human fish.” The text soberly allows that if young swimmers 
wish to achieve Olympic heights, they must train rigorously, eat 
well, get an adequate amount of sleep—and, inexplicably—wear 
a prescribed color of swimsuit. They must also remember to 
look to genuine record-breaking swimming champions of the 
scaly, gilled kind—e.g., salmon—for inspiration. Alas, children, 
swimmers or otherwise, will likely find little inspiration in this 
odd Latin American import’s bland, confusing narrative and flat, 
abrupt ending. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Skippable; swim on by. (Picture book. 4-7)

NO NIBBLING!
Ferry, Beth
Illus. by A.N. Kang
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 15, 2022
978-1-250-76241-2  

A goat who loves to garden knows 
how to grow an un-beet-able crop.

Derwood works hard on his garden. One day he sees what 
he thinks is a dandelion puff; it’s actually the tail of a little 
bunny named Tabitha. Derwood ejects her from his garden 
and tries to dissuade her from returning by telling her he’s not 
growing food; instead, he’s performing experiments on the soil. 
A few weeks later, she comes back; she’s grown up, and so has 
Derwood’s garden. He tells her emphatically there can be no 
nibbling. “Okey dokey,” Tabitha agrees. “Lettuce talk about 
something else.” She persists in veggie-related puns but denies 
it each time Derwood points it out. Finally, Tabitha offers to 
help Derwood weed, and he takes that opportunity to relax…
until she discovers a fuzzy, white dandelion and calls it a wish. 
Derwood knows what she has been wishing for all along and 
finally grants it: some nibbling. They share a veggie feast, to 
which Tabitha responds: “Thank you very…  MUNCH!” Ferry’s 
tale of budding friendship with vegetable wordplay (all high-
lighted with different colored text) is sweet and funny. Kang’s 
soft, cartoonish illustrations, a mix of spot and full-bleed with 
some speech bubbles thrown in for emphasis, are colorful, and 
the animals are appealingly expressive. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Adorable…and appetizing. (Picture book. 2-7)

MARINE BIOLOGISTS ON 
A DIVE
Fliess, Sue
Illus. by Mia Powell
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 1, 2022
978-0-8075-4158-6 
Series: Kid Scientist 

What do marine biologists do?
To answer that question, Fliess 

focuses on fieldwork, certainly the most glamorous part of the 
job. After months of research, Maggie, a Black marine biolo-
gist, and her racially diverse team dive into the ocean to swim 
with humpback whales. They each have a different task, related 
to their personal research questions, and they’ve each brought 
different tools. The straightforward text offers general infor-
mation about humpback whales, including migration, whale 
song, the use of fluke-slapping as an alarm signal, and diet (krill), 
as well as the importance of a hypothesis, part of the scientific 
method. At the conclusion of their research, the team members 
free a young whale calf trapped in a fishing net—an episode 
likely to appeal to young readers and listeners as well as a subtle 
reminder of the problem of trash in our waters. Depicting char-
acters with round, oversize heads, Powell’s illustrations make 
the dive look both easy and fun, with scenes underwater and 
in the lab. One final spread includes relevant labels on images 
(flukes, dorsal ridge, plankton). Backmatter provides general 
information on marine biologists, what they do, and how to 
train to be one. There’s also a quick review of how Maggie and 
her group’s actions correspond to the scientific method. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A highly simplified but inviting overview of marine biology. 
(suggested reading) (Informational picture book. 4-7)

THE WITCHLING’S WISH
Fraser, Lu
Illus. by Sarah Massini
Bloomsbury (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-5476-0906-2  

“Witch” for something; you may get it.
The Witchling’s cozy mountaintop 

house contains the usual witchy accou-
trements—bats, a cauldron, a book of spells. But these don’t 
compensate for what she really wants—a friend. The Witch-
ling finds a recipe for conjuring one but notices she’s lacking 
one ingredient: fur from a one-eyed teddy bear. In her mind’s 
eye, the Witchling envisions a fearsome creature, but she mus-
ters courage and whooshes off on her broom to locate it—and 
lands in the bed of a little girl, the animal’s owner. After the 
Witchling warns her to beware of bears, the girl explains her 
dearly loved (stuffed) pal is harmless and will gladly donate his 
last hair to the cause. The Witchling demurs, recognizing the 
unbreakable bond between girl and cherished toy while joyfully 

“Adorable...and appetizing.”
no nibbling!



realizing that, through kindness, she’s found true friendship, 
too. Friendship stories aren’t new, but this sweet British import, 
told in lively verses that scan well, will find a receptive audience. 
Children will enjoy poring over details of the Witchling’s cozy 
home and appreciate the easy camaraderie the protagonists 
quickly develop. The charming illustrations, rendered in water-
color, pencil, printed-pattern collage, and Photoshop, feature a 
light-skinned witch sporting an oversize green, star-bedecked 
hat; her new friend is brown-skinned. Type that often meanders 
playfully on pages and employs large capitals for dramatic effect 
enhances the child appeal. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Reassuring and endearing. (Picture book. 4-7)

BILLY LOVES BIRDS
French, Jess
Illus. by Duncan Beedie
Happy Yak (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-7112-6558-5 
Series: Nature Heroes, 1 

A child spends the day outside 
observing nesting, fledging, and feeding birds.

Billy is an avid bird-watcher and shows readers some 
tricks, including attracting birds with various feeders to closely 
observe them, watching nest cameras on the internet, using 
binoculars to get a closer view, and visiting nest boxes. Pages 
from Billy’s sketchbook show readers various nests and beaks, 
and Billy uses books as references when looking for informa-
tion. Billy’s friends each have their own interests (Bella—bugs, 
Ava—animals, Pedro—the environment), but they share their 
friend’s enthusiasm and are good listeners, and all demonstrate 
solid science skills, constantly wondering and asking questions 
about what they observe and keeping safety tips in mind. Billy’s 
enthusiasm is contagious, and this book will be a good starting 
point for bird-watching beginners, though they may need other 
resources to fill gaps. For instance, only a few of the species pic-
tured are identified; Billy provides facts about beaks, but these 
do not consistently link shape and diet. There are also some 
missing or incorrect facts: The book describes owl pellets but 
doesn’t explain how they are expelled, and there’s contradic-
tory information regarding when fledged chicks have to fend 
for themselves. The bright cartoon illustrations use full-page, 
two-page, spot, and boxed illustrations; Billy’s drawings appear 
childlike, and excerpts from reference books are more sophis-
ticated. Billy is brown-skinned, his friends are racially diverse, 
and Pedro uses hearing aids. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A solid springboard for budding birders. (how to be a 
nature hero: birds) (Informational picture book. 4-10)

THE AURELIA CURSE
Funke, Cornelia
Chicken House/Scholastic (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-338-21555-7 
Series: Dragon Rider, 3 

This Dragon Rider novel, written 
in English rather than translated from 
German like previous entries, pits the 
Greenblooms and fabulous creatures 
against an evil acquaintance from Barn-

abas’ schooldays.
An ancient myth states if waterfowl form swirling, flower-

like images on four different bodies of water, the mythical Aure-
lia, bearing healing pods, will appear where the lines connecting 
these locations intersect. It seems this is now happening, and 
the Greenblooms are preparing by calling the magical earth, air, 
fire, and water creatures who will carry the four pods to their 
appropriate realms. However, if the Aurelia or her pods are met 
with violence, she will cause all the fabulous creatures on Earth 
to disappear. While the Greenblooms and their magical friends 
are preparing to welcome the Aurelia, evil Cadoc Eelstrom is 
preparing to steal one of the pods to make himself immortal. 
The execution of this basic good-versus-evil plot is incohesive 
and disjointed. While the narrative voice changes with each 
chapter, the progression of the plot, alas, does not. Readers, 
reminded for the umpteenth time that the Aurelia will make all 
fabulous creatures disappear if she is angered, may begin to feel 
frustrated. Plunked on top of the thin plot are snippets describ-
ing the properties of the many magical creatures the author 
introduces, but these many, undeniably imaginative embel-
lishments cannot resurrect a story that doesn’t have depth and 
characters that lack nuance. Black-and-white illustrations add a 
whimsical touch. Most human characters read as White. 

Best for existing series fans. (cast of characters) (Fantasy. 
10-13)

BUDDY’S NEW BUDDY
Geist, Christina
Illus. by Tim Bowers
Random House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  July 12, 2022
978-0-593-30709-0
978-0-593-30710-6 PLB 
Series: Growing With Buddy, 3 

How do you make a new friend when 
an old one moves away?

Buddy (from Sorry, Grown-Ups, You Can’t Go to School, 2019, 
etc.) is feeling lonely. His best friend just moved across town. To 
make matters worse, there is a field trip coming up, and Buddy 
needs a bus partner. His sister, Lady, has some helpful advice for 
making a new pal: “You just need to find something you have 
in common.” Buddy loves the game Robo Chargers and karate. 
Surely there is someone else who does, too! Unfortunately, there 
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isn’t. However, when a new student arrives (one day later) and 
asks everyone to call her Sunny instead of Alison, Buddy gets 
excited. No one uses his given name, either; they just call him 
Buddy. He secretly whispers his “real, official name” to Sunny 
at lunch—an indication that a true friendship is being formed. 
The rest of the story plods merrily along, all pieces falling 
exactly into place (she even likes Robo Chargers!), accompanied 
by Bowers’ digital art, a mix of spot art and full-bleed illustra-
tions. Friendship-building can be an emotionally charged event 
in a child’s life—young readers will certainly see themselves in 
Buddy’s plight—but, alas, there is not much storytelling magic 
to be found. Buddy and his family are White, Sunny and Mr. 
Teacher are Black, and Buddy’s other classmates are racially 
diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Making friends isn’t always this easy and convenient. (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)

FIRST BROOM
George, Kallie
Illus. by Joelle Murray
Cartwheel/Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-338-80392-1  

A little witch learns how to fly a 
broom after some initial wobbles and 
woes.

Under a full moon, the excited witch 
heads out for her first flight. This maiden voyage isn’t easy, and 
she has to break out her wand to stop the runaway broom. 
Eventually, the little witch and the little broom work together, 
and she carefully tries to fly again. George’s simple, rhyming 
text bounces along. The brown-skinned, pink-haired witch is 
utterly adorable. Her ensemble alone imbues her with personal-
ity, from her forest-green outfit to her flower-laden oversize hat 
to her magenta boots. The young witch’s expressions are used to 
great effect. A particularly compelling layout shows bright blue 
tears brimming in her eyes as she watches other flying witches 
silhouetted against the moon. The palette largely includes deep 
shades of purple with gold and blue-green complements. There 
are no specific references to Halloween, but pumpkins appear 
in the backgrounds on some pages. The storyline is very much 
in the spirit of a child learning to ride a bike for the first time; 
there are struggles and frustrations at first, but ultimately the 
young witch is exuberant as she successfully takes off. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Vibrant illustrations and a relatable message. (Picture book. 
3-6)

BOTTLE TOPS
The Art of El Anatsui
Goldberg, Alison
Illus. by Elizabeth Zunon
Lee & Low Books (40 pp.) 
$20.95  |  May 29, 2022
978-1-62014-966-9  

An introduction to the work of El 
Anatsui.

In this half-baked biography of 
the acclaimed Ghanaian artist, Goldberg attempts to string 
together a comprehensive description of the subject’s life and 
art—with special attention to his striking sculptures made from 
bottle caps—and the politics that shaped both. Compelling 
illustrations—in paint and collage and supported with photo-
graphs of Anatsui’s original works in the backmatter—convey 
aspects of the artist’s life, though they may not hold a young 
reader’s attention as well as a sparkling, 30-foot-tall fabric 
sculpture. With little to no background on how Anatsui rose 
to prominence in the global art scene and only the lightest of 
touches on the political background in Ghana, why he left to 
live in Nigeria, or why the trans-Atlantic slave trade might be 
an important topic for his art, the writing lacks a clear driving 
theme or message. Passable for those familiar with the work but 
otherwise flimsy, this book falls prey to the trap of oversimplifi-
cation on too many fronts, among them the development of an 
artist, the importance of contemporary African art abroad, and 
the concept of reusing and recycling; even the “art activity” pro-
posed in the backmatter leaves something to be desired. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Lacking structure. (author’s note, text sources, quotation 
sources) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

MANATEE SUMMER
Griffith, Evan
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-309491-8  

A balmy Florida summer turns unfor-
gettable for two best friends.

Peter and Tommy have been insepa-
rable since meeting a few summers 
back. Even though they go to different 

schools—Tommy attends a private school for gifted kids while 
Peter attends his local public school—the rising sixth grad-
ers have bonded over a mutual love for animals and a desire 
to explore. Leaving the safe familiarity of elementary school 
behind, Peter is facing a summer of changes and challenges as 
he prepares to enter middle school. Peter and Tommy’s two-
member Discovery Club seeks to find and catalog 100 unique 
creatures before the summer draws to a close. Discovery No. 
95, a manatee, sets a summer of courage and activism in motion. 
To complicate matters, Peter has also been tasked with being 
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his grandfather’s caretaker while his mom is at work, something 
made more difficult by Papa’s rapidly progressing Alzheimer’s. 
Secrets test Tommy and Peter’s friendship, and a devastating 
accident for the manatee pushes Peter to his breaking point. 
Now he must find the strength to stand up for the manatees 
and fight for his friendship and family in the face of difficulties. 
Traditional masculine stereotypes are defied by a gentle, atten-
tive friendship between two boys who are able to cry in front of 
each other. Main characters are assumed White. 

A lush backdrop and sweet characters facing complicated 
problems will keep readers hooked. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
9-13)

THE GOLDEN SWIFT
Grossman, Lev
Illus. by Tracy Nishimura Bishop
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-316-28354-0 
Series: The Silver Arrow, 2 

Children with magical talking steam 
trains are thrilled by their clever new 
plan to rescue endangered animals.

Eleven-year-old Kate absolutely adores 
her secret job—helping animals in need by using the magical loco-
motive that was a gift from her billionaire wizard uncle. Kate loves 
riding the Silver Arrow with Uncle Herbert; her brother, Tom; and 
the talking animals they escort to safe places. But now Uncle Her-
bert is missing, 9-year-old Tom seems more interested in hapkido 
than their supernatural train, and Kate’s struggling socially 
and academically thanks to her eco-anxiety. No matter how 
many animals she helps, no matter how many adults proclaim 
that climate change is a critical issue, the environment keeps 
getting worse. One night Kate discovers another train driving 
on the magical railroad: The Golden Swift is conducted by her 
classmate Jag, who thinks rescuing stranded creatures isn’t suf-
ficiently radical. When Kate joins him, she feels more inspired 
and more righteous than ever before. This time, she’s actually 
making the world better! Kate’s unhappy discoveries of unin-
tended consequences and the moral complexities of her activ-
ism are softened by humor. The snarky banter of the talking 
locomotive is an understated delight, as is the train constructed 
with, among others, candy and ice cream cars, an invisible car, 
and a dojo car. Kate and Tom are White; Jag is described as hav-
ing dark skin and black hair and possibly being Indian. Charm-
ing illustrations enhance the text.

Gentle, encouraging, witty fantasy that may soothe read-
ers suffering from climate anxiety. (Fantasy. 8-10)

PINEAPPLE PRINCESS
Hahn, Sabina
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-250-79836-7  

“I am deeply, deeply misunderstood,” 
declares a child who plainly has really 
saintly parents.

Positive that they are actually a prin-
cess, a child sees nothing amiss in scrib-

bling down the stairway wall with a crayon, harnessing their 
baby brother to pull a royal wagon, and ignoring instructions to 
clean their room—or, for that matter, wearing a sticky, hollowed-
out pineapple top as a crown and inviting a growing swarm of 
buzzing flies (or “subjects”) to gather. Paired with a humorous 
declamatory monologue, Hahn’s appealing watercolor scenes 
follow a small, scowling, light-skinned child with an outsize gift 
for making fantastic messes, from garbage-strewn bedroom to 
a kitchen turned utterly topsy-turvy and then, perhaps at the 
strong, if unmentioned, invitation of an unseen parent, out-
doors. Having wielded a fly swatter against some of their more 
rambunctious “subjects” and sensing rebellion in the ranks, the 
protagonist at last decides it’s time for an upgrade to a new and, 
readers will likely agree, more suitable role: warrior queen! (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A hilarious romp featuring a small wild thing with a big, big 
personality. (Picture book. 6-8)

THIS BOOK IS NOT FOR YOU!
Hale, Shannon
Illus. by Tracy Subisak
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-984816-85-6  

A kid perseveres in his choice of read-
ing material.

Stanley is excited to visit the book-
mobile, but Ms. Christine, the usual librarian, is on vacation. A 
curmudgeonly old man with bushy eyebrows presides over the 
shelves instead, and he has particular ideas about who can read 
what. He believes that only girls should read books with female 
protagonists, only cats are allowed to read about cats, and robot 
books are only for robots—and he gives titles about each to 
their literate counterparts. He finally allows Stanley to check 
out a book about a peach (despite the main character not being 
a stone fruit), and the light-skinned, dark-haired boy reads hap-
pily next to his brown-skinned friend Valeria. When a confident 
dinosaur demands a book about ponies, the old man finally 
relents on his frustrating policy, and Stanley gains the courage 
to ask for what he wants. With a wacky plot despite its subdued 
tone and fantastical elements depicted in straightforward India 
ink, watercolor, pastel, and colored pencil, the story about sto-
ries centering a restrictive (and sexist) gatekeeper seems more 
finger-wagging for similarly minded adults than inspiring for 

“A hilarious romp featuring a small wild 
thing with a big, big personality.” 

pineapple princess
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children. Though the fun elements will make this an entertain-
ing read-aloud, the story is both muddled and frustrating. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A sincere message strangely delivered. (Picture book. 4-8)

A IS FOR BEE
An Alphabet Book in 
Translation
Heck, Ellen
Levine Querido (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-64614-127-2  

A playful subversion of animal 
abecedaries. 

Heck plumbs 68 non-English lan-
guages for 26 animal names that begin with different letters 
or sounds than their English counterparts. Thus, “G is for Cat” 
for speakers of Spanish (gato), Ojibwe (gaazhagens), and Korean 
(goyangi). I is for fish, O for eagle, and S for Lion. Frequent last-
place-holder zebra is under V here—“Varikkutirai,” in Tamil. 
Heck includes languages spanning the globe, including those of 
several Native American tribes. As she explains in her author’s 
note, some of the represented languages with non-Roman 
alphabets or alternate writing systems are transliterated to rep-
resent the sounds that speakers make when saying the animal 
name. Against richly colored backgrounds, the black-and-white 
scratchboard illustrations dramatically employ contrast and 
texture. Hand-lettered display type enhances the visual drama 
and zestfully celebrates the multiplicity of animal names. Clev-
erly, each letter is hidden somewhere in the composition of its 
illustrated page, adding an A-to-Z seek-and-find element for 
children. Readers are also invited to use publisher-supplied links 
to hear native or fluent speakers pronounce the animal names. 
An alphabetized index links the languages to their respective 
letter(s). Cultural or geographical addenda might have further 
enhanced children’s understanding of this package’s truly global 
nexus. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Combining visual verve with a sense of our worldwide con-
nectedness, this both teaches and entertains. (Picture book. 4-8)

PIGEON & CAT
Hemingway, Edward
Christy Ottaviano Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-316-31125-0  

An interspecies lovefest starring two 
urban strays.

Depicting his anthropomorphic ani-
mals (except Pigeon) in ragged clothes, Hemingway pairs an 
anti-social stray cat who lives in an abandoned lot with a small 
gray bird who hatches in his lap from a fallen egg. Once Pigeon 
learns to fly, she begins bringing him paint, crayons, and other 
gifts…but then one day fails to come back. Cat leaves the lot to 

search for her—chalking messages on walls, sharing fish heads 
with other strays, and, in time, finding the city a more welcom-
ing place than he had imagined. And, when at last he comes 
back, he discovers that not only has Pigeon returned, but she 
has brought with her a host of animal friends who have turned 
the entire lot into a verdant, brightly decorated public art space 
with a round table at the center where all can celebrate together. 
As if the storyline isn’t cozy enough on its own, Hemingway sets 
it in a city as shiny and squeaky clean as can be, festooned with 
hearts, rainbows, and smiley faces. Even more adorably, Pigeon 
speaks entirely in emoticons and rebuses. These are fairly easy 
to follow, but, perhaps in a concession to less versatile readers 
(parents, for instance), Pigeon’s longest speech—in which she 
explains to Cat that she was injured in a thunderstorm and what 
she has been up to since—comes with a translation. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet tale celebrating the joys of both personal and com-
munal togetherness. (Picture book. 6-8)

THE CURSED UNICORN
Hemming, Alice
Kane Miller (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 1, 2022
978-1-68464-362-2 
Series: Dark Unicorns 

A story of magic and family love. 
In the land of Elithia, 19-year-old 

Princess Celene lives a happy life train-
ing alongside other knights. Samara, her 

best friend, is by her side, training and riding with her daily. 
Celine’s father and brother love her dearly, but traditions stand, 
and her brother, Hero, who does not want to be crowned king, 
nevertheless one day will be as the eldest. When Hero returns 
from a trip badly ill, he is attended to by only the best, but 
nothing seems to work. Royal sorcerer Ardis works his magic, 
but even he can’t manage to help Hero. He warns Celene to 
avoid his dark sorcerer sister, Sidra, but Celene feels she has no 
choice but to seek her help. Celene soon realizes her mistake: 
Sidra places a curse on Celene, forcing her to become a unicorn 
who will send the population of Elithia into a dreamless sleep. 
Celene, now in the form of a unicorn, flees her town and sets 
off to begin her new life in the forest. She begins to lose her 
memory of who she was before but finds comfort in a friendly 
caveling. Time passes by, and slowly she begins to fight for her 
family and old life. Encountering humans, knights, and more 
magic, Celene uses her strength to break the curse and awaken 
the Elithians. Characters seem to default to White.

An enticing story for readers interested in spells and magi-
cal creatures. (Fantasy. 11-14)

“A playful subversion of animal abecedaries.” 
a is for bee
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I’M A VIRUS!
Heos, Bridget
Illus. by Mike Ciccotello
Crown (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-30293-4
978-0-593-30294-1 PLB 
Series: Science Buddies, 1 

Let a chirpy rhinovirus fill you in on how viruses attack and 
how our immune system responds!

It all starts with a cold sufferer’s sneeze, which sends the 
cheery narrator and fellow virions (or virus particles) into the air, 

“fly[ing] in droplets of snot to…your nose!” Once viruses click 
into receptors and shoot their RNA into a nasal cell’s interior, 
it’s off to the races as chemical alerts trigger floods of mucus and 
bring legions of white blood cells charging in to eat the invaders. 
Just to make the drama a little less scary, Ciccotello kits out cells, 
viruses, antibodies, and Pac Man–like white blood cells with 
comically expressive faces in his cartoon illustrations—pull-
ing back at intervals to show a brown-skinned child obliviously 
spreading germs to a racially diverse group of friends, lying in 
bed spooning soup to help the mucus flow, and finally returning 
to everyday life once the cold (or, by implication, other afflic-
tion) has run its course. Heos keeps the information flowing, 
too, as she goes on to describe the functions of different types 
of white blood cells and, zeroing in on smallpox as a particular 
success story, identifies several viral maladies, including Covid-
19, for which effective vaccines have been developed. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A steady flow of specific information and general reassur-
ance. (glossary, further reading, bibliography) (Informational 
picture book. 6-9)

TODAY I’M STRONG
Hussain, Nadiya
Illus. by Ella Bailey
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-52594-4  

A child facing a bully draws confi-
dence from an imaginary tiger.

The protagonist, who has brown skin and glasses, tells the 
tiger what they love most about school—being greeted by the 
teacher, spending time with friends, climbing the jungle gym, 
and talking about the tiger. But the refrain “I love to go to school” 
changes when the child encounters a mean classmate. School 
becomes a sad place, and the narrator feels voiceless. Remem-
bering that the tiger is there, even on sad days, the child knows 
that they are not alone and stands up for themselves, establish-
ing boundaries, making clear what is unacceptable behavior, and 
finding resolve from the tiger within. British cooking personal-
ity Hussain continues to explore themes of social-emotional 
intelligence and self-awareness in this picture book that follows 
My Monster and Me (2019). Bailey’s illustrations are charmingly 

comforting, rounded, and soft. But in comparison to the book’s 
predecessor, the manifestation of the tiger as both inner strength 
and imaginary friend feels more forced, and the story is less 
exploratory, with an abrupt ending. Still, children confronting 
similar issues may find it reassuring, especially if sharing the story 
with a trusted adult. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A soothing, though unrealistically rosy, depiction of over-
coming bullying. (Picture book. 3-7)

BHARATANATYAM IN 
BALLET SHOES
Jain, Mahak
Illus. by Anu Chouhan
Annick Press (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 29, 2022
978-1-7732-1615-7  

A little girl discovers her differences 
are actually strengths.

Paro, an experienced young Bharatanatyam dancer, is ner-
vous about taking ballet lessons for the first time. While Paro 
comes from a family of classical Indian dancers, she struggles 
with ballet at first because the steps and poses are so different. 
By contrast, her new friends Marco and Dana take to ballet 
immediately. Finding it too hard to study both styles of dance, 
Paro tells her mom that she’s going to quit Bharatanatyam to 
concentrate on ballet. But when Paro returns to class after her 
big decision, a wonderful surprise leads her to realize the two 
forms of dance are not that different after all. Chouhan’s bright 
and engaging illustrations are a fitting accompaniment to Jain’s 
tale about a child whose confidence slowly but surely grows. 
The energy of Paro’s dance class comes through on the page, as 
do Paro’s mother’s and her dance teacher Madame’s passions for 
their crafts. The small cultural touches throughout the family 
home are also a welcome addition. Backmatter includes infor-
mation on the origins of the term Bharatanatyam and instruc-
tions on making traditional anklets. Paro and her mother are 
Indian American, Madame appears to be White, Dana appears 
to be Asian, and Marco appears to be Black. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A warm and encouraging read. (author’s note) (Picture book. 
4-8)

THEO THESAURUS AND THE 
PERFECT PET
Johannes, Shelli R.
Illus. by Mike Moran
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  July 26, 2022
978-0-593-46432-8  

A well-armored sesquipedal-o-saur 
picks a “quintessential” companion in his second outing.

Word-loving Theo’s distress at seeing his prehistoric peers 
with proper pets dissipates after he latches on to a small and 
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solitary saber tooth tiger: “I will call you Fang.” Unfortunately, 
the manic mammal proves hard to tame—digging holes in the 
lawn and leaping on all and sundry despite firm commands to 

“Seat oneself,” and “Remain.” Distress transmogrifies to delight, 
however, once Theo realizes that the problem is a simple 
failure to communicate, and if a switch from words to hisses 
and growls doesn’t calm the creature completely (“Fang was a 
little dramatic”), it does quickly put the kibosh on the worst 
of the bad behavior. Though not all the alternative locutions 
a “Defino-Dino” pops up to deliver will enlighten bumfuzzled 
readers (“Mischievous means troublesome”) and Moran’s deci-
sion to give Theo’s dad a necktie of the same color and pattern 
as Fang’s spotted hide in the cartoon illustrations leaves the 
toothy therapsid’s future perhaps in doubt, still the buddies’ 
bond is sealed with a closing clinch. The theme of finding and 
sharing a common language adds a buff to the basic vocabulary 
building. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Dinophiles and budding wordsmiths will be delighted. 
(glossary) (Picture book. 6-8)

ROOM FOR MORE
Kadarusman, Michelle
Illus. by Maggie Zeng
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-77278-252-3  

One good deed leads to another as 
a pair of wombats welcome bushfire-driven refugees into their 
burrow.

Over the objections of Scratch, the more timorous of the 
two, Dig invites first a fleeing wallaby and her joey, then a koala 
with burned paws, and, scariest of all, a venomous tiger snake 
into the increasingly crowded burrow to escape the flames and 
smoke above. The wombats’ kindness is rewarded when the 
rains that come to douse the fire threaten to flood the burrow 
and the grateful visitors pitch in to build a barricade. “Aren’t 
we clever,” says Scratch afterward, “to have invited the neigh-
bors into our home?” “Yes,” agrees Dig, viewing things from a 
more perceptive angle. “We are very lucky.” Unlike in Sarah L. 
Thomson’s similar but more naturalistic Wombat Underground: 
A Wildlife Survival Story (2022, illustrated by Charles Santoso), 
Kadarusman personifies her animal cast, and Zeng depicts 
them with anthropomorphic expressions and gestures—but 
along with putting a positive moral spin on the benefits of wel-
coming refugees (of any species, including ours), both offer end-
note introductions to wombats and other uniquely Australian 
creatures as well as, overall, raising awareness of the increasing 
threat and incidence of wildfires Down Under. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A sweet and simple cautionary tale, with a tip of the cap to 
the spirit of altruism. (Picture book. 6-8)

ITZEL AND THE OCELOT
Katstaller, Rachel
Kids Can (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5253-0506-1  

A tenacious child finds strength in 
the jungle when her family needs help.

Itzel, a brown-skinned girl, lives with 
her nana on the edge of a Salvadoran 
jungle. Severe drought threatens Itzel’s 

way of life, and Itzel’s nana explains that the giant snake who 
has been responsible for bringing the rainy season down from 
the hills has returned to where it was born. Determined to find 
and awaken the giant snake, Itzel leaves the house while her 
nana sleeps and begins her search. Along the way, Itzel meets 
and teams up with the titular Ocelot, who is also thirsty and 
willing to help with the search. The pair encounter other jungle 
critters who, desperate for water, join the effort. The situation 
looks grim when they reach the end of their journey and find 
only more arid land. Disappointment gives way to rushing water 
when a hopeless Itzel finally meets the giant snake. A lesson in 
self-determination and a nod to climate change and the impact 
of passionate individuals, Itzel’s story also reminds readers 
of the power of groups working toward a common goal. Bold 
blocks of color and playful illustrations will captivate. Spanish 
and Nawat (one of the Indigenous languages of El Salvador) 
vocabulary is embedded in the story. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An inspiring adventure. (glossary, author’s note) (Picture 
book. 4-8)

PATSY MINK
Keller, Tae & Chelsea Clinton
Illus. by Alexandra Boiger & Gillian Flint
Philomel (80 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-40288-7 
Series: She Persisted 

Politician and equal rights activist 
Patsy Mink persists despite racism and 
misogyny.

A propulsive narrative moves quickly 
through Mink’s life, from her birth in Hawaii in 1927 to her 
experiences at White-dominated educational institutions, 
where educators often marginalized her, to her marriage to 
John Mink, her political career, and, finally, her death in 2002. A 
woman of many firsts—she was the first Asian American woman 
to practice law in Hawaii and the first woman of color in the 
U.S. Congress—Mink was also one of the authors of Title IX, 
the bill that limits sex-based discrimination. True to the series 
name, rejection, sexism, and racism impacted Mink, but she 
persisted even if the path looked different than she might have 
imagined. The book is decidedly inspirational in tone, yet the 
text includes brief, accurate, and age-appropriate explanations 
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of the laws, people, and ideas that contributed to structural 
racism and oppression. Mink’s happy childhood is contrasted 
with her life after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, when Japanese 
Americans like her family were imprisoned in concentration 
camps. Although her family escaped imprisonment, racism 

“seeped into all aspects of [her] life.” Aftermatter explains the 
intentional use of the term concentration—rather than intern-
ment—camps. Like the ever popular Who Was… series, this title 
features short chapters, a large font, and ample white space, all 
supportive for children still gaining confidence as independent 
readers.

A concise yet stirring biography. (references) (Nonfiction. 
7-10)

GOODNIGHT RACISM
Kendi, Ibram X.
Illus. by Cbabi Bayoc
Kokila (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-593-11051-5  

An anti-racist bedtime book for young dreamers.
While Kendi may be best known for his books for adults, this 

foray into writing for young readers is not his first. Like Antira-
cist Baby before it, this picture book seeks to engage young read-
ers with the language and ideals of anti-racism through words 
and pictures that can spark meaningful conversations between 
adults and children. In perhaps a nod to Margaret Wise Brown’s 
classic Goodnight Moon, the text begins with a moon shining 
light over all the children of the world. The moon knows that 

“when we sleep we dream.” In this context, the dream is one of 
“a world where all people are safe, / no matter how they look, // 
how they worship, // or how they love.” Accompanying digital 
illustrations, which have a soft yet solid cartoon style similar to 
that of some of Joe Cepeda’s picture-book art, depict children 
and adults with varied skin tones and include some groups that 
can be read as queer families. Concluding pages take on a tone 
of finality that bids goodnight once and for all to unfair rules, 
cruelty, injustice, inequality, hate, hurt, and racism, making way 
for a new tomorrow. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An inspiring read to help realize dreams for a better future 
for all. (Picture book. 3-8)

I FORGIVE ALEX
A Simple Story About 
Understanding
Kerascoët
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  July 5, 2022
978-0-593-38150-2
978-0-593-38151-9 PLB  

Another wordless tale of compas-
sion from the husband-and-wife creators of I Walk With Vanessa 
(2018).

Rowdy young Alex bounds across the crowded schoolyard 
with a basketball, swiping and swishing it away from oth-
ers. Another group of students nearby are carefully studying a 
youngster’s art pages. The two groups collide when a sudden, 
overzealous throw by Alex accidentally knocks the pages into a 
puddle. The children go indoors, but everyone remembers the 
incident. The young artist is feeling down, and classmates are 
seen glaring and scowling at Alex throughout the day. Resolu-
tion takes emotional work from both sides: One must be brave 
to apologize; the other must be open to forgiveness. The two 
tots work it out, with a surprise, heartfelt reparation sealing 
the deal. The watercolor-and-ink artwork makes effective use 
of white space, alternating full pages with vignettes. The word-
less format lends itself expertly to introspection. As readers 
look closely at the characters’ expressions to parse out the plot, 
they’ll feel the emotions right along with them, though this out-
ing takes a bit more examination than the duo’s previous work. 
The two main characters are both White, while the surround-
ing class is diverse. Notes on conflict resolution are appended, 
directed both to children and adults. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A unique perspective that highlights both sides of a dis-
agreement. (Picture book. 4-8)

WHEN GLITTER MET GLUE
Kilpatrick, Karen
Illus. by Germán Blanco
Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-250-81760-0 
Series: When Pencil Met Eraser 

Glue gains some sparkle with help from a new friend.
Whether securing Popsicle sticks and pompoms or bringing 

art to life with googly eyes, Glue is happy to help her friends 
create. But because her role relegates her to the background, 
she feels overlooked in the colorful shadows of Pencil and the 
Markers. Arriving uncapped, with a plume of purple and blue 
sparkles swirling about, is even more noticeable Glitter. Glue, 
doing what she does well, offers to stick some of Glitter’s 
sparkles down. But free-spirited Glitter is “meant to sparkle 
the entire world, not just one tiny spot!” A mishap might just 
open his mind and bring some shine to Glue’s life. In this third 
book, Kilpatrick and Blanco tackle individuality, confidence, 
and friendship. Glue’s contributions are vital and do not go 
unpraised by her friends, but she can’t help but feel invisible 
because her work is often unseen or physically transparent. 
Ultimately, the team-up with Glitter permanently transforms 
Glue: With the gift of some of Glitter’s sparkle, Glue’s work is 
hard to miss. Blanco’s mixed-media illustrations bring texture 
across the bright white backdrops of the pages. The minimalist 
art and short narrative result in a simple and cheery, if slightly 
didactic, message about uplifting less obvious achievements. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A light next installment featuring familiar themes. (Picture 
book. 3-5)

“An anti-racist bedtime book for young dreamers.”
goodnight racism
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MARSHMALLOW 
CLOUDS 
Two Poets at Play 
Among Figures of Speech
Kooser, Ted & Connie Wanek
Illus. by Richard Jones
Candlewick (72 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 15, 2022
978-1-5362-0303-5  

Free-verse meditations, mostly on 
rural and country subjects, with atmospheric illustrations.

Mingling their unsigned entries, Kooser and Wanek use 
similar language and cadences to write of marshmallows on a 
blue plate (“They’re partly cloudy!”), a harpist on a stage playing 

“a great golden moth,” tadpoles as punctuation marks, a book 
as a sandwich with “a few words of mustard introducing / the 
chewy salami of history,” and like transformations of familiar, 
or at least recognizable, sights. The tone is generally solemn, 
though glints of humor shine through—“One summer day I 
was boiled and salted / like a peanut. I was the meat / in a heat 
sandwich, the dog in a hot”—and the sensibility is so attuned to 
outdoors and country experiences that the one real miss here 
is a wry remark about city people never getting to step in a cow 
pie. (No, in cities it’ll come from a dog.) In the accompanying 
paintings, Jones incorporates images from each poem into sub-
dued landscapes or domestic settings…often to lovely effect, as 
in one scene of brown ponies amid birches on a snowy hillside 
and another of sinuous, nearly bare trees with intimately inter-
woven branches. A child on the cover has brown skin; the rest of 
the rare human figures either appear light-skinned or face away 
from the viewer. 

Imagination stretchers, likely to appeal most to introspec-
tive readers fond of finding unexpected pairings and connec-
tions. (dual afterwords) (Illustrated poetry. 10-13)

THE FORT
Korman, Gordon
Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-338-62914-9  

A gaggle of eighth graders find the 
coolest clubhouse ever.

Fulfilling the fantasies of anyone 
who’s ever constructed a fort in their 
bedroom or elsewhere, Korman hands 
his five middle schoolers a fully stocked 

bomb shelter constructed decades ago in the local woods by an 
eccentric tycoon and lost until a hurricane exposes the entrance. 
So, how to keep the hideout secret from interfering grown-
ups—and, more particularly, from scary teen psychopath Jae-
ger Devlin? The challenge is tougher still when everyone in the 
central cast is saddled with something: C.J. struggles to hide 
injuries inflicted by the unstable stepdad his likewise abused 
mother persists in enabling; Jason is both caught in the middle 

of a vicious divorce and unable to stand up to his controlling 
girlfriend; Evan is not only abandoned by drug-abusing parents, 
but sees his big brother going to the bad thanks to Jaeger’s influ-
ence; Mitchell struggles with OCD–fueled anxieties and super-
stitions; and so forth. How to keep a story overtaxed with issues 
and conflicts from turning into a dreary slog? Spoiler alert: Nei-
ther the author nor his characters ultimately prove equal to the 
challenge. With the possible exception of Ricky Molina, one of 
the multiple narrators, everyone seems to be White.

A terrific premise buried beneath problem-novel tropes. 
(resources, author’s note) (Fiction. 11-13)

IN THE BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY
Kuo, Jane
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-06-311898-0  

A Taiwanese family tries their luck in 
America.

In this verse novel, it’s 1980, and 
nearly 11-year-old Ai Shi and her mother 
prepare to leave Taipei to join her father 

in California, where he is pursuing a business opportunity with 
a friend. The extended family send them off, telling Ai Shi she’s 
so lucky to go to the “beautiful country”—the literal translation 
of the Chinese name for the U.S. Once they are reunited with 
Ba, he reveals that they have instead poured their savings into 
a restaurant in the remote Los Angeles County town of Duarte. 
Ma and Ba need to learn to cook American food, but at least, 
despite a betrayal by Ba’s friend, they have their own business. 
However, the American dream loses its shine as language barri-
ers, isolation, financial stress, and racism take their toll. Ai Shi 
internalizes her parents’ disappointment in their new country 
by staying silent about bullying at school and her own unmet 
needs. Her letters home to her favorite cousin, Mei, maintain 
that all is well. After a year of enduring unrelenting challenges, 
including vandalism by local teens, the family reaches its break-
ing point. Hope belatedly arrives in the form of community 
allies and a change of luck. Kuo deftly touches on complex 
issues, such as the human cost of the history between China 
and Taiwan as well as the socio-economic prejudices and iden-
tity issues within Asian American communities.

A powerfully candid and soulful account of an immigrant 
experience. (Verse historical fiction. 9-12)

“Imagination stretchers, likely to appeal most to introspective 
readers fond of finding unexpected pairings and connections.”

marshmallow clouds
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I’LL GO AND COME BACK
LaRocca, Rajani
Illus. by Sara Palacios
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 29, 2022
978-1-5362-0717-0  

The tender relationship between a 
grandmother and a grandchild extends beyond distance and 
language.

When young Jyoti visits family in India, everything feels so 
different than in America. Although Jyoti and Sita Pati don’t 
speak more than a few words in each other’s language, Sita Pati 
reaches out, and the two bond. When Jyoti is sad to leave India, 
Sita Pati offers some comfort: the Tamil phrase poitu varen—
I’ll go and come back—used in place of the word goodbye. Later, 
when Sita Pati visits, Jyoti introduces her to life in America as 
once again they play, read, and cook together. The simple yet 
heartfelt text makes excellent connections between the fun 
they have in India and in America—in India, they prepare and 
eat chapatis, while in America they cook quesadillas; in India, 
they create Rangoli designs, while in America, they play hop-
scotch. Illustrations, done in gouache and acrylic and assem-
bled digitally, exude tenderness as they depict Jyoti, Sita Pati, 
and their family in warm brown skin tones with dark hair. And 
their sweet promise of poitu varen can help any young child 
with family far away. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A loving depiction of familial connection between genera-
tions. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE BLUR
Lê, Minh
Illus. by Dan Santat
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-37746-8  

The Blur is a whirlwind force from 
the moment the infant arrives home until 
the day the child drives off to college.

Simultaneously a spoof on the superhero genre and a trib-
ute to parenthood, Lê’s text reads like a voice-over narrator 
describing the origin story of a new hero: the Blur! Beginning as 
an infant, the baby immediately displays hilarious superpowers, 
such as “the supersonic voice” (the little one’s loud wails) and 

“fantastically elastic limbs” (middle-of-the-night bed sharing). 
Santat’s comical depiction of this exhausted and shellshocked 
Asian family is sure to elicit knowing smiles from parents as 
the child learns to walk and becomes the Blur, racing “headfirst 
toward danger” and leaving “no corner unexplored.” Spreads 
depicting the trouble the child gets into, as well as a myriad 
of idyllic scenes of childhood, show time zipping along as the 
Blur morphs into a teen. Before you know it, the parents are 
celebrating their child in cap and gown, then saying goodbye as 
their confident young adult drives off to college. The tongue-
in-cheek tone and energetic illustrations rendered in colored 

pencil, watercolor, and Photoshop propel the reader through an 
entire childhood in a nostalgic blur, and every parent will relate 
to the feeling of loving, holding on, and then letting go of this 
time that passes so quickly. Young readers will appreciate the 
superhero jokes but may not connect with the overall theme of 
the book, and that’s OK. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This one’s for the parents. Enjoy. (Picture book. 3-8)

MOMMY’S HOMETOWN 
Lim, Hope
Illus. by Jaime Kim
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-5362-1332-4  

A child visits their mother’s home-
town and is surprised to find it now dif-
fers from her recollections.

Mommy regales the young narrator with bedtime stories 
about a playful, carefree childhood. Against the backdrop of a 
verdant countryside and towering mountains, a lush river pro-
vided ample opportunity for Mommy and her friends to catch 
fish, splash, and treasure hunt. Idyllic and joyful, these vivid 
memories have given the child high expectations for an upcom-
ing visit. A train car window offers the first glimpse of a vastly 
different landscape. Bustling streets and gleaming skyscrapers 
crowd the horizon, and the mountains struggle to be seen. The 
striking contrast between reality and anticipation both awes 
and disappoints the child. Yet while many things have changed, 
the river still flows through the city center. Hand in hand, 
Mommy and child wade in, re-creating the cherished moments 
of Mommy’s youth. The pair make their own memories in this 
special place, reinforcing that it is familial bonds and uncondi-
tional love that define home rather than physical surroundings. 
A tranquil warmth radiates from the illustrations, providing an 
underlying feeling of safety throughout the journey. Mommy 
and child are Korean, with black hair and pale skin. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

An uplifting, intergenerational story. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE TALE OF THE TINY MAN
Lindgren, Barbro
Illus. by Eva Eriksson
Trans. by Julia Marshall
Gecko Press (36 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-77657-409-4  

The protagonist mourns his friend-
less status in this tale by two longtime 

Swedish collaborators.
Originally published by R and S Books (1992), this version 

has a larger trim size and updated illustrations, although the 
diminutive man retains his tan coat, brown hat, and chubby 
cheeks. He is a lonely figure, sitting on his front steps, wishing 
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for a companion. Dogs and old men are mean to him: “People 
thought he was too small and possibly a bit slow.” He creates a 
sign advertising for a friend and waits patiently outside. On the 
10th night, he awakens to find a dog nuzzling his hand. Lind-
gren and Eriksson slowly build interactions of mutual delight: 
playful roughhousing, bedtime arrangements (dog in bed; man 
in dresser drawer), shared meals. The bare trees of winter sil-
houetted against a gray sky yield to dancing flowers surrounded 
by a warm, green landscape. The dog’s antics, e.g., peeing on 
the fence, will amuse young viewers, just as the sad moments 
will touch them. All is well (there is even payback to the bullies) 
until a little girl visits. Three is a perilous number in relation-
ships, and the man flees to the forest, where “[h]is tears fell like 
pearls on the moss.” When the man returns home to investigate, 
a joyful reunion ensues, and the trio figures out how to abide 
together. The man and the girl are light-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A sensitive, atmospheric story depicting the fragility and 
rewards of friendship. (Picture book. 4-7)

MARCO POLO BRAVE 
EXPLORER
Lord, Cynthia
Illus. by Stephanie Graegin
Candlewick (80 pp.) 
$12.99  |  March 29, 2022
978-1-5362-1355-3 
Series: Book Buddies, 2 

A mouse Christmas-tree ornament 
with wanderlust is thrilled when Anne, 
the librarian, decides that he will be a 

Book Buddy.
When they see the tiny toy at the library, parents coax their 

kids into checking out bigger, sturdier stuffed animals instead, 
like Banjo the bear or Homer the owl. “It’s hard to be a brave 
explorer when you can’t go anywhere,” Marco Polo thinks. So 
when Seth talks his dad into checking out Marco Polo, the 
little mouse is thrilled. Seth’s excited, too, though nervous 
about his first sleepover at his friend Ben’s house. Seth sleeps 
with his well-loved toy bunny at home but fears being teased 
if he brings her. Instead, Seth brings the more easily concealed 
Marco Polo. When Ben’s older brother, Peter, mocks them at 
bedtime and Seth feels homesick, snuggling with Marco Polo 
helps him fall asleep. Soon Tulip the cat steals Marco Polo, 
bringing him to her garage hideout, where she’s collected pur-
loined items, from socks and bottle caps to Peter’s old action 
figure and Ben’s stuffed monster. To rescue them all, Marco Polo 
proves as ingenious as he is brave. The series’ second title gently 
explores children’s fears and sensitivities. The message of empa-
thy is reinforced by Graegin’s soothingly retro art. Seth’s family 
includes his dad and brother, all of whom appear to be White; 
Ben’s family presents Black.

A charming balm for anxious small fry. (Early reader. 5-8)

BRAVE EVERY DAY
Ludwig, Trudy
Illus. by Patrice Barton
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-593-30637-6  

A trip to the aquarium prompts a 
little girl to overcome a big obstacle.

“Every morning, Camila’s what if wor-
ries show up uninvited and follow her 

out the door.” When her teacher announces an upcoming field 
trip, Camila spends the week fretting. When she finally arrives 
at the aquarium, she goes to find a quiet spot for a break—only 
to discover a classmate also taking a moment away. Kai desper-
ately wants to see the aquarium’s stingray but is scared and asks 
Camila for help. She decides to step up instead of sinking into 
her own anxiety. After accompanying Kai to the stingray exhibit, 
Camila “bravely keeps on trying—in both big and little ways,” 
such as giving a class presentation on octopuses and joining a 
game of hide-and-seek. The text is empathetic toward Camila, 
never judging her anxiety while also showing ways to reduce it. 
Barton’s soft, muted illustrations are calming but still convey 
the characters’ strong emotions. The backmatter includes dis-
cussion questions and recommended reading for kids; however, 
though it seems likely that Camila has an anxiety disorder, there 
are no resources for adults on helping children deal with anxiety. 
Camila has tan skin and straight black hair cropped just below 
her ears. Her classmates have a range of skin tones from pale 
and sandy to light brown. A few classmates have textured hair, 
and Kai appears to be Asian. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A reassuring primer on coping with anxiety. (Picture book. 
4-8)

TOMATOES IN 
MY LUNCHBOX 
Manoli, Costantia
Illus. by Magdalena Mora
Roaring Brook Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-250-76312-9  

A young immigrant doesn’t recog-
nize their own name when students and 

teachers say it aloud; it’s like “it doesn’t fit in their mouths.”
The narrator has come to a new country, and their heart 

aches for home (neither their name nor their nation of origin is 
mentioned in the text). They left “the place where [their] name 
fit” for a world full of Emmas and Olivias and Sophies. Believing 
life would be easier as an Emma, the narrator tries to be like a 
classmate, but that doesn’t quite fit either. The tomatoes in their 
lunchbox don’t help. They bite into them like an apple, spilling 
seeds all over their shirt. The narrator then remembers advice 
from their grandmother: “A smile can lighten a heavy load.” A 
timid smile leads to tentative friendship with one classmate, 
then another, as slowly the protagonist starts to realize they 
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do belong here. This is a beautifully told and illustrated story 
that expresses, with sensitivity and inspired use of figurative 
language, a child’s attempt to fit with the dominant culture—a 
common experience that will resonate with many readers and 
inspire empathy in others. Rich, vivid illustrations make superb 
use of color and convey a sense of movement. The main charac-
ter is brown-skinned; the classmates are diverse in terms of skin 
tone. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A poetic book about the power of a smile and what it 
means to find home. (afterword) (Picture book. 4-8)

NOT STARRING ZADIE LOUISE
McCullough, Joy
Atheneum (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-5344-9623-1  

A 10-year-old spends the summer 
inadvertently wreaking havoc at her 
mother’s children’s theater.

Aspiring astronaut Zadie Louise 
Gonzalez hoped to spend the summer 
at a science camp and taekwondo classes, 

but her music teacher father’s new gig driving for a ride-share 
app means she and her older sister, Lulu, must accompany their 
mom to the Bainbridge Youth Theater camp she runs. That’s 
good news for Lulu, who loves acting, but Zadie only likes the 
technical aspects of the theater, and kids aren’t allowed to assist 
with sets, costumes, lights, props, or sound. After freezing when 
it was time for her to audition, Zadie accepts boring duties like 
stuffing envelopes and setting out snacks. She also observes 
(and idolizes) the overqualified new stage manager, Ana María, 
who has a no-kids-in-the-sound-booth policy. Despite causing 
a series of mishaps and minor catastrophes, as well as dealing 
with news that her beloved grandma might be moving from 
the Pacific Northwest to Florida, Zadie finds a way to fit in at 
the theater and accept her family’s new normal. McCullough 
adeptly gives voice to a plucky, STEM-focused bicultural girl 
growing up in an intergenerational family whose members work 
through their problems together. Zadie’s father is from Gua-
temala; her mother’s side is cued as White and American, and 
there is diversity in the supporting cast.

An entertaining and moving story about family, friendship, 
and finding your place. (Fiction. 8-12)

DOUBLE PUPPY TROUBLE
McKellar, Danica
Illus. by Josée Masse
Crown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  July 26, 2022
978-1-101-93386-2
978-1-101-93387-9 PLB 
Series: McKellar Math 

A child who insists on having MORE of everything gets 
MORE than she can handle. 

Demanding young Moxie Jo is delighted to discover that 
pushing the button on a stick she finds in the yard doubles 
anything she points to. Unfortunately, when she points to her 
puppy, Max, the button gets stuck—and in no time one dog 
has become two, then four, then eight, then….Readers famil-
iar with the “Sorcerer’s Apprentice” or Tomie dePaola’s Strega 
Nona will know how this is going to go, and Masse obliges by 
filling up succeeding scenes with burgeoning hordes of cute yel-
low puppies enthusiastically making a shambles of the house. 
McKellar puts an arithmetical spin on the crisis—“The num-
ber of pups exponentially grew: / They each multiplied times 
a factor of 2!” When clumsy little brother Clark inadvertently 
intervenes, Moxie Jo is left wiser about her real needs (mostly). 
An appended section uses lemons to show how exponential 
doubling quickly leads to really big numbers. Stuart J. Murphy’s 
Double the Ducks (illustrated by Valeria Petrone, 2002) in the 
MathStart series explores doubling from a broader perspective 
and includes more backmatter to encourage further study, but 
this outing adds some messaging: Moxie Jo’s change of perspec-
tive may give children with sharing issues food for thought. She 
and her family are White; her friends are racially diverse. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Doubles down on a basic math concept with a bit of char-
acter development. (Informational picture book. 5-7)

WE ARE BETTER TOGETHER
McKibben, Bill
Illus. by Stevie Lewis
Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-250-75515-5  

Renowned environmentalist McKib-
ben reminds youth of the importance of 
unity.

In a world divided by borders, ideals, 
and so much more, we all live on the same planet. If there is 
any hope to save it from destruction, we need to work together: 

“The human game is a team sport.” McKibben extols the power 
of cooperation: “When we work together, we can do incredible 
things.” Each page shows an example of the possibilities. Lights 
blink on at night after a day of installing solar panels (with wind 
turbines in the background), trees are replanted after a forest 
fire, and two people help tiny sea turtles along their journey by 
carrying them to the water. McKibben then shifts perspectives, 

“Renowned environmentalist McKibben reminds 
youth of the importance of unity.”

we are better together
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focusing on the motivation for these actions. An undercurrent 
of love runs through all: “It’s love that lets each of us see we’re 
not the most important thing on Earth, and makes us okay with 
that.” All scenarios are enacted by a racially diverse group, with 
Lewis’ illustrations radiating a warm glow that highlights the 
hopeful message. While the text, adapted from McKibben’s 
adult title Falter (2019), is sincere, it does read a bit disjointedly, 
and though it’s straightforward, some of the ideas are a bit com-
plex for younger readers. Full-page author and illustrator notes 
add personal reflections. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A message told simply enough for young ones but best 
internalized by an older crowd. (Picture book. 4-8)

I FEEL SAFE
McPhail, David
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  July 5, 2022
978-0-8234-5072-5  

A loving Black family snuggles in 
close during a storm.

Loud thunder rumbles through 
the sky. A youngster with an Afro and 

arms splayed wide jumps in fright. Mother rushes in to give a 
comforting squeeze. The first-person narrator contentedly 
sighs, “And I feel safe.” As the lightning flashes, the youngster’s 
father acknowledges, “It’s okay to be scared sometimes.” One 
more reassuring hug, and the narrator repeats, “And I feel safe.” 
Grandma lights candles when the lights go out, and Grandpa 
strums the guitar. Biscuits and hot cocoa reinforce feelings of 
warmth and security. But where are the pets? They are hiding 
from the storm, and it is now the child’s turn to help others 
feel safe. McPhail sets the vignettes against pale lilac and teal 
backdrops, softening the edges of the frames with a fuzzy, air-
brushed effect. The refrain is calm and grounding, while the 
first-person point of view conveys closeness. McPhail shifts the 
perspective to the reader at the end, once all is quiet and every-
one is tucked in bed, asking, “What makes you feel safe?” (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Storms can be scary, but this story wraps you in a warm 
hug. (Picture book. 3-6)

HOWARD THE 
AVERAGE GECKO
Meddour, Wendy
Illus. by Carmen Saldaña
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-68263-434-9  

Howard the gecko learns that being 
average isn’t so bad.

Howard lives in the rainforest and is—as far as he knows—
the only creature who can camouflage himself. Naturally, it 
turns out he simply does not notice all the animals camouflaged 

around him. A fed-up stick insect finally gives him a talking-to, 
and Howard is crushed to realize that he’s just like everyone else. 
Relatably, Howard wonders who will ever love him if he’s not 
special. Luckily for Howard, he meets Dolores, a purple female 
gecko who seems to like him for exactly who he is. The surpris-
ing lesson is also an important one: We may be totally average 
to an outside observer, but we can still be extraordinary to those 
who love us. Framing the story as a romance weakens the mes-
sage slightly, since Howard doesn’t really learn to accept himself 
for who he is, instead transferring his unrealistic expectations 
onto also-average Dolores. Regardless, this is a funny tale with 
a valuable moral. Illustrations—rendered in watercolor, pen-
cil, and digital—are cute and geometric yet rich, capturing the 
beautiful light and colors of the rainforest. Almost every page 
has hidden animals for young readers to find. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Children will especially enjoy pointing out camouflaged 
animals in this sweet and funny book. (additional information) 
(Picture book. 4-8)

FOOD TRUCK FIASCO
Michalak, Jamie
Illus. by Bob Kolar
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5362-1441-3 
Series: Frank and Bean, 2 

In this odd-couple duo’s second 
outing, kids see that things taste better 
when shared with friends.

Frank, a hot dog health nut sport-
ing glasses and a hat, is chill, from his cup of tea to his yoga 
mat to his book (Art of Chill, natch). Bean, a kidney bean in a 
new hat and apron matching his new food truck, could not be 
more exuberant about his new business selling donuts: “This is 
fun on wheels….This is a rolling party.” The pair’s ideas about 
yummy donut toppings are also very different: pickles(!) versus 
candy. Frank agrees to meet nervous Bean at Food Truck Fri-
day to show his support against Mad Dog, who wins every food 
competition she enters. But Frank’s solution—his own booth 
hocking plain oatmeal—is questionable. It lacks the “zip” and 

“zing” that Bean knows food needs. But when Frank’s Zen meets 
Bean’s zip and zing, friendship bowls are the result, and they are 
a hit, winning the duo first place. Kolar has nailed facial expres-
sions for his main characters, and the sly humor in the illustra-
tions will tickle the funny bones of those savvy enough to spy it. 
The four chapters are broken up into medium-length sentences 
that balance repetition and humor while building kids’ reading 
skills.

Load up on zip and zing: Oatmeal mornings will never be 
the same again. (Early reader. 5-8)

“Storms can be scary, but this story wraps you in a warm hug.”
i  feel safe
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PATIENCE, PATCHES!
Mihaly, Christy
Illus. by Sheryl Murray
Dial Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-593-10829-1  

A young pup is good at waiting, but 
a whole new level of patience is required 
when a new baby arrives.

Patience comes easily to Patches. The pooch waits for their 
moms to wake up and throw the ball. There’s more waiting in 
store when they pack a bag and say they’ll be back soon, but 
when they return and the waiting is finally done, they bring 
home something new. “It’s a milky-smelling blanket bundle. 
Does it play? Does it speak? What is it for?” Suddenly there’s 
more waiting than ever before: through diaper changes and 
feedings and sleepless nights and, most of all, through the little 
bundle’s growth into a crawling, adventurous playmate. Mihaly 
has managed a balance of urgent present tense (most appro-
priate for a canine narrator) and quiet, wondering pauses that 
gentle the pace even as Patches’ observations remain a little 
scattered. A warm palette draws readers into Murray’s cozy fam-
ily tableaux as well as more frenetic spreads of infant and pup 
playtime. Baby and birthing mom are brown-skinned with dark 
curly hair, and baby’s other mom is White with wavy red hair. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweet and fluffy. (Picture book. 1-5)

THE BIG BOOK OF 
PRIDE FLAGS
Illus. by Milton, Jem
Jessica Kingsley Publishers (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-83997-258-4  

A brief history of pride flags.
Get to know your pride, specifically 17 different flags used 

by subsets of the LGBTQIA+ community. The flags—three 
variations of the rainbow (the “Gilbert Baker” flag, the updated 
Rainbow Pride flag, and the Progress flag), the Agender, the 
Aromantic, the Asexual, the Bisexual, the Demisexual, the Gay 
Men’s, the Genderfluid, the Genderqueer, the Intersex, the 
Lesbian, the Pansexual, the Polysexual, the Nonbinary, and the 
Transgender Pride flags—are each presented on a double-page 
spread. A stylized example of the flag in question appears on the 
verso, with a brief write-up about the history and vignettes of 
various adult members of the LGBTQIA+ community on the 
recto. The cartoonish illustrations, which appear to be digitally 
created, are slick, and the characters are diverse in terms of race, 
body type, and ability, but the information provided is far too 
sparse for the reading level. Curious readers are left adrift with-
out citations for further exploration or context to explain the 
condensed information. The central question remains unad-
dressed: How did these flags and these specific designs come 
to represent a community? While creator names are included 

when possible, no other information about the creator or their 
role in the development of their flag is included. The result is a 
glossy and attractive but superficial work that raises more ques-
tions than answers. 

The only flag of concern here is red; pass this one by. (read-
ing guide, coloring page) (Nonfiction. 8-11)

SEARCH FOR TREASURE
Monroe, Mary Alice with Angela May
Illus. by Jennifer Bricking
Aladdin (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-5344-2730-3 
Series: The Islanders, 2 

Twelve-year-old Jake has great expec-
tations for another wonderful summer 
on Dewees Island, a private island and 
nature sanctuary in South Carolina, in 

this follow-up to The Islanders (2021).
Jake wants to reunite with his friends Lovie and Macon 

and have a new adventure. Most of all he hopes his ex-Army 
father will be able to heal from his injuries; Dad has become 
emotionally withdrawn and refuses help. Jake’s friends, grand-
mother Honey, and Fire Chief Rand, his father’s childhood 
friend, are all waiting to greet them with hugs. During a quick 
visit to Honey’s newly modernized nature center, the kids spot 
a newspaper article that supplies their next adventure: hunt-
ing for Blackbeard’s treasure. A metal detector, research help 
from Honey, and memories from Rand and Dad set them on 
their way. There are adventures galore, encounters with a mys-
terious local treasure hunter, and lots of laughter (and some 
tears) in the changing relationship dynamics between Jake, his 
dad, and his friends. Two boys, cousins from the city with bad 
attitudes whose actions cause danger to protected animals, are 
an ongoing menace. The authors keep the action moving at 
a rapid pace, filling the pages with vivid sensory descriptions 
while masterfully interweaving historical facts, wildlife infor-
mation, and gentle lessons. Jake’s first-person narration allows 
for self-knowledge and self-doubt while demonstrating capa-
bility for insight and compassion. Scattered black-and-white 
sketches illuminate the activities. Most characters present 
White; Macon is Black.

Exciting, tender, and absolutely wonderful. (Fiction. 8-12)
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HAM HELSING
Monster Hunter
Moyer, Rich
Crown (240 pp.) 
$12.99  |  $15.99 PLB  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-30895-0
978-0-593-30896-7 PLB 
Series: Ham Helsing, 2 

Ham and the gang return to fight a 
fishy foe at a spooky summer camp.

In this graphic sequel, renowned 
vampire hunter Ham Helsing, gentle vampire boar Malcolm, 
and porcine ninja Ronin arrive at Camp Fish Head Lake to 
encounter an outrageously scaredy-cat group of campers with 
excessively attentive parents. There’s Timmy, who is protec-
tively sandwiched between two pillows; Leo, who is terrified 
of bugs and has a cone circling his head; and Samantha, who 
is afraid of the dark—shadows included. Counselors are con-
spicuously missing. Unbeknownst to Ham, a decade ago, toxic 
sludge was dumped into the lake, transforming a once-gentle 
fish into an angry ambulatory beast. When campers start dis-
appearing, Ham and his friends must team up with past foes 
Hen and Franken-Chad to stop the massive piscine perpetra-
tor. Moyer’s sophomore offering is a rollicking, side-splitting 
good time with its silly adventures, appealing characters, and 
abundant action. Full-color illustrations keep readers’ atten-
tion, with simple backgrounds and a variety of interesting 
angles spotlighting the cast. There are references to the previ-
ous volume, but those new to the series could certainly enjoy 
this self-contained tale; however, more exploits are teased and 
another episode of “Shaz-Ham” is included as a bonus at the 
end. Animal characters cohabitate with a small cast of racially 
diverse humans.

Fast-paced and lots of fun. (Graphic fantasy. 7-11)

TAKE OFF YOUR BRAVE
The World Through the Eyes 
of a Preschool Poet
Nadim
Illus. by Yasmeen Ismail
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 22, 2022
978-1-5362-2316-3  

An imaginative young poet makes his 
debut. 

Whether one should look at the art or the artist is an age-
old question. In this case, the artist is a 4-year-old who wrote 
a poem in preschool, fell in love with poetry, and continued 
to create poems that were then recorded by his mother (and 
later, as he learned to write, by himself). Accompanied by 
energetic illustrations full of buoyant, frolicking children of 
varying races, the results of his first year of writing are strik-
ing: imaginative phrases, perceptive moments, and poems that 
feel finished in a unique way, with some bits and pieces you’d 

expect from a 4-year-old, not at all a bad thing. As a picture 
of a precocious and talented child’s perceptions and expres-
sions, these poems are fresh and exciting, while as a collection 
of memorable poems, this selection presents a preschooler’s 
world. Teachers can use the structures of some of the lines as 
jumping-off points for students, and kids will be delighted to 
see the work of a peer in print. The poems themselves cap-
ture the newness and excitement of being a child, making 
friends, loving your mom, hoping, wishing, and learning how 
to express feelings by painting a picture with words. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A colorful, warm collection that young readers and poets 
will savor. (Poetry. 4-8)

A DAY BY THE SEA
Nascimbeni, Barbara
Thames & Hudson (48 pp.) 
$14.95  |  July 19, 2022
978-0-500-65295-4  

While Frido’s owner snoozes by the 
shore, the adventurous pup secretly 
explores the beach.

Curious Frido samples both sand 
and ice cream, surfs, swims, and even takes a dance break. All 
of this fun in the sun tires out the little pup so that when Frido’s 
owner wakes up, she’s ready for a swim and Frido’s ready for a 
nap. Nascimbeni’s illustrations are highly stylized with a lim-
ited palette of burnt orange, sage green, and a muted golden-
rod. The drawings appear to be rendered in black pen on paper, 
with color used sparingly and to great effect. The clever use 
of shapes and lines turns a set of semicircles and circles into a 
group of crowded beach umbrellas and a lifeguard stand. Some 
pages include many labeled images, like a scene where Frido 
takes a dip or a page where Frido’s owner packs for the beach, 
and sound words (“SPLISH SPLASH,” “SQUISH,” “GRRRR”) 
appear throughout. While these are sometimes helpful for 
vocabulary and identification purposes—as with the labeled 
names of fish—others are a distraction that make the pages 
unnecessarily busy. Human characters have a wide range of skin 
tones; Frido’s owner is white-skinned, though her face is never 
visible. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Unique illustrations create an enticing day at the beach for 
a mischievous mutt. (Picture book. 3-5)
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HARVEY TAKES THE LEAD
Nelson, Colleen
Illus. by Tara Anderson
Pajama Press (288 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-77278-240-0 
Series: Harvey Stories, 3 

In the third series entry, Harvey, the 
West Highland white terrier; his young 
owner, Maggie; and her friend Austin 
confront drama and heartbreak.

Seventh grade pals Maggie and Austin, who volunteer at the 
Brayside Retirement Villa, meet Ms. Appleby, the facility’s strict 
new assistant director. She imposes draconian rules governing, 
among other things, visits by dogs. Additionally, Maggie’s dis-
mayed she was overlooked for the lead in the school’s produc-
tion of Annie, the role she coveted; she’s become the understudy 
instead. Besides that, Austin’s unemployed mom can’t afford his 
upcoming school trip. Brayside resident Mr. Kowalski faces the 
toughest struggle: His seriously ill wife has been hospitalized. 
Over time, he achieves emotional catharsis by recounting to 
sympathetic Austin some of his and Mrs. Kowalski’s World War 
II experiences. Meanwhile, Maggie puts her role in the play into 
perspective and befriends and supports the talented lead. In 
brief chapters this warm novel delivers well-realized characters 
and underscores connections that bind: those between animals 
and humans and those that unite generations. It also offers up 
satisfying endings, though some feel rushed. Maggie and Austin 
are caring and morally centered; Mr. Kowalski’s loving reminis-
cences are genuinely heart-tugging; and the Brayside residents 
are full of personality, even when handling physical challenges. 
Unfortunately, the novel missteps by frequently using the con-
descending term old people. Main characters default to White, 
but some names signal broader ethnic diversity.

A solid, thought-provoking read that also includes light 
humor. (Fiction. 9-12)

THE LEGEND OF IRON PURL
Nyeu, Tao
Dial Books (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-525-42870-1  

Nyeu’s tale concerns a grandmother 
whose superpower is knitting.

“Nobody could spin a yarn like 
Granny Fuzz,” relays the omniscient nar-

rator as the village “children” (an assortment of bunnies, foxes, 
and other creatures) descend underground into the white, long-
nosed mammal’s cottage. While she works the spinning wheel 
and clicks away, Grandma describes the exploits of Iron Purl 
and her adversary, Bandit Bob, who can be spotted at the scene 
of every problem. When bats were eating all the berries in the 
bushes, the legendary knitter wrapped them in woolen cocoons, 
directing the villains to mitigate the destruction by planting 

a garden. When Bob’s sparkler set the fairground on fire, wet 
balls of yarn extinguished the flame, and the heroine swung in 
on a string to rescue a falling bunny. Busy silk-screened compo-
sitions are rendered in a controlled palette of greens, turquoise, 
mustard, and pinks. Some are fanciful and lively; variation is 
achieved with a combination of double-page spreads, panels, 
and targeted speech bubbles. The logic and solutions are a bit 
forced, however, as when Purl knits contraptions out of lace to 
safeguard pies that Bob has been stealing or when, after Bob 
steals socks, she suggests using pompoms to pair mismatched 
sets. Bob’s backstory—he was lonely and made trouble to gain 
attention—feels equally manufactured and heavy-handed. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Obvious messages and contrived situations make knitters 
and grandmas the primary audience. (Picture book. 4-6)

HATTIE HARMONY
Worry Detective
Olsen, Elizabeth & Robbie Arnett
Illus. by Marissa Valdez
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-593-35144-4  

A feline worry solver gives her animal 
pals practical tools for coping.

The first day of school at Wildwood Elementary finds stu-
dents both excited and a bit fearful. Hattie Harmony helps her 
friends with back-to-school butterflies, trepidation about par-
ticipating in class, and school bus chaos. Whether it’s calmly 
taking deep breaths or squeezing a stress ball, Hattie’s advice 
could work for readers, too. Actress Olsen and husband and 
writing partner Arnett smartly include Hattie herself among 
the school worriers. And though she struggles with her fear, 
she whispers to herself, “Brave people don’t always feel brave 
inside”—wise words and a powerful reminder to readers. With 
the triumphant refrain, “Worry, worry, go away! There’s no time 
for you today!” each character uses a tool to deal with their anxi-
ety. Hattie is adorable, with her large, wire-rimmed glasses and 
tool belt. The bright colors and scene-driven illustrations will 
draw readers into the world of Wildwood Elementary. A help-
ful ending note, “Tools Used in This Book,” further explains the 
four calming techniques Hattie teaches her friends. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

An approachable, child-friendly guide to processing anxi-
ety. (authors’ note) (Picture book. 4-7)

“An approachable, child-friendly guide to processing anxiety.”
hattie harmony
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JUNA AND APPA
Park, Jane
Illus. by Felicia Hoshino
Lee & Low Books (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  May 1, 2022
978-1-64379-227-9  

While helping at her family’s store, a 
little girl daydreams of animal adventures that remind her of her 
father’s love.

Juna loves going with Appa, her father, to his dry-cleaning 
shop on Saturdays; she enjoys feeling the soft steam of the pant 
presser and sorting the colorful spools of thread. But when a 
customer claims his jacket is lost and Juna’s attempts to recover 
it seem more of a distraction than a service, her imagination 
takes flight. Conjuring up everything from a giant, nuzzling bird 
to a water bug that offers a piggyback ride, she realizes parental 
love comes in many forms. Not wanting her father to worry, the 
kindhearted heroine offers her own savings for a replacement 
coat. Her father refuses and, to reassure her, leads her by the 
hand to their beloved taco truck across the street. Hoshino’s 
watercolor illustrations, with their soft, dreamlike quality, are 
perfectly matched to Juna’s musings. Delicate patterning and 
fanciful play of scale will captivate readers, while the warm glow 
of the shop brings the Korean American girl’s emotional con-
nection and sense of place to life in this love letter to the mom-
and-pop shops that carry the hopes, dreams, and hard work of 
the families who run them. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Alight with generosity and familial love. (animal facts)  
(Picture book. 3-7)

HOW TO HUG A PUFFERFISH
Peterson, Ellie
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-250-79699-8  

A spiny yellow sea creature prefers 
hugs in a certain way, or sometimes not 
at all.

Bright, cheerful underwater pals 
long to hug Pufferfish. A purple octopus extends tentacles for a 
friendly squeeze, a joyful lobster holds out claws in anticipation, 
and an eager starfish stretches all arms wide. But “FWOOMP!” 
Pufferfish instantly pops into full puffer mode, with spikes 
protruding. It’s not that Pufferfish doesn’t want a hug (some-
times), but there are different approaches that might work bet-
ter. Don’t overwhelm, don’t be sneaky, and, most important, just 
ask (using a message in a bottle, of course). Turning inward, it’s 
always imperative to remember: “Even if you love hugs, Puff-
erfish might prefer something different.” Peterson’s expres-
sive undersea cast shines from the blue ocean depths with big, 
googly eyes and animated personalities. Keen-eyed readers will 
spot the next creature looking for a hug hiding on many pages 
throughout. Serious topics of consent, respect, and finding 
other ways to show affection bounce through the waves and 

end up buoyantly accessible and clear. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A winning look at body autonomy; one of the best you will…
sea. (Picture book. 3-7)

SCHOOL IS WHEREVER I AM
Peterson, Ellie
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-250-84524-5  

A child explores the purpose of 
school and the many places where that 
purpose can be fulfilled.

The young narrator enters the school 
building and talks about what can be found inside—a teacher, 
desks, students—and the activities that take place there: laugh-
ing, writing, creating, solving, stumbling, wondering. Where 
else is school? The child finds it on class trips to the zoo, aquar-
ium, museum, and pumpkin farm. School is the bathtub where 
the protagonist experiments with things that float and sink. In 
a nod to the pandemic, “Sometimes school is on my screen.” 
It’s in Nana’s kitchen, at Papa’s workbench, on the shelf at the 
library, outside in nature. It’s found in life lessons learned and 
time spent with loved ones. “School is wherever I am.” With-
out spelling it out and spiraling into didacticism, the author 
nails the essence of a good education, the attitude of a lifelong 
learner, and the many places and opportunities in the world 
where learning can take place. The brightly colored artwork 
portrays the child’s many emotions—confusion when faced 
with a math problem, the thrill of creation in art class, fierce 
concentration when making potstickers. The child has tan skin 
and dark brown hair; the other students are diverse. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Readers will be making their own lists, perhaps before the 
last page is turned. (Picture book. 4-8)

EGYPT’S FIRE
Phillips, Tom
Pixel+Ink (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64595-105-6 
Series: The Curious League of Detec-
tives and Thieves, 1 

Framed for the theft of a billion-dol-
lar ruby, an 11 ½-year-old orphan hooks 
up with the World’s Greatest Detective 
to collar the perp.

In a tale for which the word madcap might have been 
invented, hardly has John Boarhog awakened in a gallery of 
the fictional New York Museum of Natural History with what 
seems to be a very large gem in his pocket, than he’s cast into 
a whirl of unlikely encounters and mishaps in pursuit of the 
world’s greatest thief, the Mauve Moth—who might or might 

“Alight with generosity and familial love.” 
juna and appa
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not, he is shocked to learn, be his beloved, long-missing mom! 
In the course of a plot that careens from the city jail to the 
observation deck of the Chrysler Building, climaxing with a 
chase through Manhattan involving a banana truck, a rickshaw, 
a horse-drawn carriage, a dog, a motorcycle, a police horse, and 
a fire truck, the plucky preteen meets a gaggle of (mostly) allies 
led by genial if maddeningly oblique Society of Sleuths investi-
gator Toadius McGee…an oddly large number of whom confess 
to being ex-members of a certain defunct circus with a tragic 
past that will no doubt be articulated in future episodes. Along 
with proving to be a resilient sort, John turns out to be no mean 
detective himself and, by the end, proudly sports a probation-
ary S.O.S. badge of his own. John, Toadius, and other significant 
characters have brown skin.

A brisk romp chock-full of tricky twists and daffy doings. 
(Detective fiction. 10-13)

CHER AMI
Based on the World War I 
Legend of the Fearless Pigeon
Potter, Mélisande
Illus. by Giselle Potter
Christy Ottaviano Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-316-33534-8  

A fresh tribute to the renowned avian 
wounded warrior.

Admitting in an afterword that she’s invented details to fill 
out the “legend,” the author recounts in simple language how 
the eponymous homing pigeon was trained to carry messages 
from the front during the First World War and, despite endur-
ing wounds, most famously delivered one that saved almost 200 
U.S. doughboys from friendly fire. Her daughter Giselle invents 
details, too—starting with depicting the bird as much more 
brightly colored and patterned than she actually was (which 
does have the effect of making her stand out on the page and 
among other pigeons) and, in a bit of revisionist history, por-
traying American soldiers both on and behind the line of battle 
in racially integrated units. Though similar to Robert Burleigh’s 
Fly, Cher Ami, Fly (2008, illustrated by Robert Mackenzie) both 
in the factual embroidery and in the manufactured quality of 
some of the drama (“Each boom and bang was deafening. Cher 
Ami was not afraid.”), this does tell the tale in a more complete 
way by including the feathered messenger’s subsequent doctor-
ing and artificial leg in the main narrative rather than relegating 
it to a small-type appendix. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A tale worth the telling, though the artistic license is con-
siderably overstretched. (source list) (Informational picture book. 
7-9)

SUPPOSING...
Reid, Alastair
Illus. by JooHee Yoon
Enchanted Lion Books (27 pp.) 
$18.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-59270-376-0  

New illustrations buff up a classic set 
of provocative proposals.

Matched to its fourth set of pictures 
(these drawn from a 2018 Portuguese edition), Reid’s 1960 
thought experiments have lost none of their ability to jump-
start flights of fancy—for better or worse. Some—“Supposing 
there were 12 of me…” or “Supposing I taught my dog how to 
read…”—are fun and relatively innocuous. Others foment real 
or fancied revenge on rude librarians and other grown-ups 
(“Supposing my Aunt Mabel came to tea and said to me how 
big I was getting, for the millionth time, and I just stared back 
and said to her: How old you’re getting...”), and others envision 
empowering acts like saving Dad from financial ruin (again, 
1960) or helping to recapture an escaped lion. A few entries 
are potentially disquieting, though (“Supposing I went bald…”), 
and the closer, “Supposing I went blank…,” printed on a white 
page, is an open invitation to existential dread. Period details 
(mostly) and a graphic style with flattened perspectives and 
thin, overlaid colors lend Yoon’s illustrations an appropriately 
mid-20th-century look. Human figures, most of which are chil-
dren, are stylized enough to make racial identities ambiguous.

Supposing…a new generation of readers took this invita-
tion to heart to write themselves into different stories? (Picture 
book. 7-9)

ROSA’S SONG
Rhee, Helena Ku
Illus. by Pascal Campion
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-37549-5  

New to the country, a boy finds sol-
ace in friendship.

Jae, a boy cued as Asian, moves into 
a new apartment with his mother. Bored, lonely, and worried 
about not knowing words, he meets Rosa, a tan-skinned girl 
of boundless energy who goes everywhere with her pet par-
rot, Pollito, on her shoulder. Not only does Rosa’s vivid imagi-
nation take Jae back to his home, where the mountains were 
in view and the streets were full of vendors, she also whisks 
them to the rainforest of Rosa’s homeland to find llamas and 

“golden Inca treasures.” She and Pollito sing a song: “When I 
fly away, my heart stays here.” One morning, Jae wakes to dis-
cover that Rosa’s family has moved. “They had to leave quickly. 
They didn’t have a choice,” Jae’s mother explains to the heart-
broken boy. But after a good cry, there is a knock on the door: 
Two brown-skinned kids stand in the hallway, ready to find a 
friend. This is a familiar narrative of finding a new home while 
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honoring one’s past home, with the unique angle of addressing 
the transient nature of immigrants and apartment dwellers in 
general. However, Campion’s digital illustrations offer little 
nuance, depicting the children with expressive faces but leaving 
everything else crudely drawn. Combined with text that flows 
awkwardly in places, the message loses some impact. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A distinctive take on the immigrant experience that suf-
fers upon execution. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-7)

BIG DOG, LITTLE DOG
Rippin, Sally
Illus. by Lucinda Gifford
Kane Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-68464-383-7  

The fortunes of a pampered pooch 
are overturned when a newcomer arrives.

His guardian’s only pet, Big Dog 
leads a sweet life. Big Dog walks his owner, blithely ignores 
commands, and displays affection at every opportunity. Yep, 
life’s good, albeit—Big Dog admits—lonely sometimes, and 
days can seem really long. One day, the pair encounter an owner 
with a diminutive pup. For Big Dog, life takes a decidedly lousy 
turn when the humans spend more time with each other and 
eventually move in together, the little pup naturally joining the 
household. But Little Dog doesn’t fit in: He’s slow and doesn’t 
heed commands. Jealous of the cute new family member, Big 
Dog decides it’s time for Little Dog to go and proceeds with a 
nefarious plot to expose him as a messy troublemaker. When 
a load of doggy-doo is found on the rug, the fed-up humans—
wise to Big Dog’s chicanery—banish him outdoors. But what’s 
this? Little Dog won’t sleep without Big Dog beside him—and 
soon Little Dog learns to “obey” commands as well as his big-
ger sib does. Best of all, days don’t seem long anymore. This 
good-natured, simply told Australian import treads very famil-
iar ground, but it will particularly resonate with children grap-
pling with feelings of displacement at, say, a new sibling’s arrival. 
The colorful illustrations are energetic, with Big Dog especially 
expressive. Big Dog’s owner is White, while Little Dog’s owner 
is brown-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweet, reassuring fun, especially for dog lovers. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

TREASURE TRACKS
Rodriguez, S.A.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-374-38979-6  

Freshly certified as a young diver, 
12-year-old Fernando “Fin” Román loves 
to spend his days at sea around the Flor-
ida Keys alongside his strong Abuelo 
Kiki in search of legendary lost treasure. 

The treasure hunt, moreover, marks 
a thread through Fin’s Cuban and Puerto Rican family heritage, 
starting with his great-grandfather. Misfortune strikes one day 
while Fin and Abuelo are at sea, and Abuelo has a stroke, requir-
ing Fin to radio for help and pilot the boat back to the marina. 
With Abuelo in the hospital, Fin hatches a plan to find the trea-
sure on his behalf, reminding himself: “Plot my coordinates. 
Chart my destiny. Save Abuelo. Find the family legacy.” To do 
so, he needs to enlist the help of his father, whose safety-con-
scious attitude annoys and repels adventure-loving Fin. There’s 
another catch: Certified adult guides must accompany Fin on 
his dives, meddling in (and perhaps threatening) his hunt. As 
Dad gets fed up with the hunt, time runs out for Fin even as 
Abuelo’s health seems to fade. Fin and his dad must rely on and 
trust each other to overcome obstacles—seen and unseen—in 
search of the treasure. Rodriguez packs a ton of local historical 
know-how and genuine humor into a seaworthy debut adven-
ture. Lighthearted yet solid prose and quirky, delightful char-
acters round out this swell tale of plucky fun under (and above) 
the sea.

Here be treasure indeed. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

MUM, ME, AND THE 
MULBERRY TREE
Rosie, Tanya
Illus. by Chuck Groenink
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-5362-2035-3  

A quiet celebration of a mother-child 
bond.

On a special day, a child is nudged awake by their mother 
in a modest bedroom. The trust between the child and their 
parent is immediately clear as Mum’s “strong and steady” hand 
tugs them toward the bus stop. The pair, who have light skin 
and dark hair, refreshingly use public transit to access an idyllic 
greenspace that is devoid of other people. Gentle greens, blues, 
and browns are punctuated by the warm red dots of mulberry 

“jewels” in the tree. Full-page illustrations are balanced with 
gently rounded rectangular panels and negative space. When 
the day turns rainy, Mum takes it in stride, and the pair use the 
tree for shelter. The lone tremble of drama occurs when Mum 
climbs up the tree and out of sight, which causes the child to 
call out. The lack of other characters strengthens the idea that 
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Mum is the whole world to the child and that they are present 
in their experiences together. The book also offers a positive 
representation of a one-caregiver household and a narrative of 
abundance instead of scarcity. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Cozy and sweet but not too drippy. (Picture book. 4-6)

PARFAIT, NOT PARFAIT!
Rothman, Scott
Illus. by Avery Monsen
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  July 26, 2022
978-1-250-26581-4  

A breezy invitation to find rhymes in 
a set of visual tableaux.

As cues to what’s afoot, Rothman 
supplies leading one- or two-word comments and an occasional 
internal label—all of which are fun to read aloud in conjunction 
with Monsen’s illuminating illustrations. A portrait of a pro-
foundly wrinkled dog, for instance, properly labeled “Shar-Pei,” 
is followed by “Not Shar-Pei” opposite a mugging Sharpie, then 
by a “Toupee,” which ends up on the dog’s head as a “Shar-Pei 
toupee.” Further sequences involve a bit of literal “Horseplay” 
and a yummy “gourmet buffet” complete with “sorbet” on the 
way to a “Birthday partay!” The art is likewise minimalist, but 
sharper viewers may also pick out a blue jay in one scene, a can 
of hair spray in another, and other unlabeled items; a list of 
these tucked in at the end offers some help. Nor are the author 
and illustrator above a certain amount of fudging: Watch out for 
that pile of “Shar-Pei poo-pay,” and good luck figuring out that 
the pins stuck on a tiny, unmarked globe are supposed to locate 
Santa Fe and Norway. Whether by accident or design, at least 
there’s no pig Latin. Of the three human figures pictured, one is 
brown-skinned and the others are light-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A fun, free-wheeling word partay, if not quite carried all 
the way. (Picture book. 6-9)

THE HURRICANES OF 
WEAKERVILLE
Rylander, Chris
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins 
(432 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-06-232750-5  

A young baseball superfan realizes 
his dream, but is he up to the challenge? 

Alex Weakerman comes by his 
love of baseball naturally. His elderly 

Grandpa Ira owns the Weakerville, Iowa, Hurricanes, “the 
greatest independent professional baseball team in the whole 
world,” in Alex’s not-so-humble opinion. This doesn’t mean that 
Alex is a skilled athlete. He still harbors memories of childhood 
sports ineptitude under the watchful eye of Aliyah Perkins, the 

sportiest girl in Weakerville. When Ira passes away, the team is 
inherited by his brother-in-law, wealthy (and very tan) used-car 
magnate Parnell “Tex” Cohaagen, who is as flamboyant as his 
name implies. Alex fears for the team’s future, doubly so when 
Ira’s will stipulates the firing of Hurricanes manager Buddy 
LeForge. Tex pitches a mind-blowing curveball when he reveals 
Ira’s second stipulation: that Alex be hired as the team’s man-
ager. Buoyed by the encouragement of his best bud, Slips, Alex 
stumbles into the unknown, one step at a time. With Ira’s notes 
to guide him and a newly enlisted Aliyah also at his side, how 
can he possibly fail? Rylander fills his warm coming-of-age story 
with crackly sports slang and tucks colorful minor characters 
into the nooks and crannies. Lovable nerd Alex is an ideal first-
person narrator, infusing his tale with wonder and joy as well 
as an insider’s knowledge of the game. Slips immigrated from 
Poland; characters seem to default to White. 

A peppy, inspirational tale with a sports backdrop. (Fiction. 
10-13)

THIS IS A SCHOOL
Schu, John
Illus. by Veronica Miller Jamison
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 29, 2022
978-1-5362-0458-2  

A soaring panegyric to elementary 
school as a communal place to learn and 

grow.
“This is a kid,” Schu begins. “This is a kid in a class. This is a 

class in a hall….” If that class—possibly second graders, though 
they could be a year to either side of that—numbers only about 
a dozen in Jamison’s bright paintings, it makes up for that in 
diversity, with shiny faces of variously brown or olive complex-
ion well outnumbering paler ones; one child using a wheel-
chair; and at least two who appear to be Asian. (The adult staff 
is likewise racially diverse.) The children are individualized in 
the art, but the author’s narrative is addressed more to an older 
set of readers as it runs almost entirely to collective nouns and 
abstract concepts: “We share. We help. / This is a community, 
growing.” Younger audiences will zero in on the pictures, which 
depict easily recognizable scenes of both individual and collec-
tive learning and play, with adults and classmates always on hand 
to help out or join in. Signs of conflict are unrealistically absent, 
but an occasional downcast look does add a bit of nuance to 
the general air of eager positivity on display. A sad face at an 
apartment window with a comment that “[s]ometimes some-
thing happens, and we can’t all be together” can be interpreted 
as an oblique reference to pandemic closings, but the central 
message here is that school is a physical space, not a virtual one, 
where learning and community happen. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A full-hearted valentine. (Picture book. 5-7)

“A soaring panegyric to elementary school as 
a communal place to learn and grow.”

this is a school
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A BEND IN THE BREEZE
Sherrard, Valerie
DCB (220 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-77086-647-8  

Stranded on a mysterious island, a 
young girl wonders if she’ll ever return to 
her family.

After the ship she’s traveling on with 
her aunt, uncle, and cousins encounters 
a storm, 11-year-old Pascale Chardon 

wakes up alone, adrift in a small boat. The tides carry her to the 
tiny tropical island of TeJÉ along with her only companion, a 
black beetle she’s named Inch. Until Pascale’s arrival, the island 
has never had a visitor, and she’s taken to the village Elders to 
see if she may be the Long Awaited, a prophesied stranger who 
will decide the community’s future. The previously uninhabited 
island was populated generations ago by people from around 
the world who left their societies in search of peaceful coexis-
tence. Legend says that the islanders’ fate will be determined by 
whether the Long Awaited finds them living in peace and unity 
or conflict and strife. Pascale learns she must remain on TeJÉ 
for 17 days to determine if she’s the Long Awaited; however, 
she has no clue if she’s the Long Awaited and just wants to go 
home. Pascale settles into the daily rhythm of a caring, coop-
erative community, and events seem to unfold glacially, mirror-
ing the idyllic island’s pace of life. When the long-awaited day 
finally arrives, the conclusion proves quite surprising. Pascale is 
presumably White; names point to the islanders’ multicultural 
ancestry.

A quiet, unassuming, somewhat uneventful tale reinforc-
ing the adage “there’s no place like home.” (Fantasy. 8-11)

DON’T ASK THE DRAGON
Sissay, Lemn
Illus. by Greg Stobbs
Canongate (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-83885-398-3  

A small boy looking for a home on his 
birthday finds it in an unexpected place.

In a hand-lettered and occasionally rhyming ramble, Sissay 
has solitary young Alem—portrayed in Stobbs’ lambent paint-
ings as a round-headed, brown-skinned child symbolically (as it 
turns out) carrying a stack of small buildings on his back—ask-
ing a bear, a fox, and other animals where he should go to find a 
home and getting only a chorus of “I don’t know” and the titu-
lar warning in reply. The story then takes an even sharper turn 
to the allegorical as a huge but benign dragon arrives to invite 
Alem to tea, inform him that his name means “The World” (as 
it does, in Arabic), then point him toward a welcoming town 
that, apparently, the boy had left in the first scene and is named, 
according to the dragon, “I Don’t Know.” “Home was always 
inside him,” is what Alem ultimately concludes. The boy’s 

backpack, a lighthouse visible in several backgrounds, and 
other ambiguously meaningful details make the illustrations 
more inscrutable than clarifying, and worthy as that last insight 
is, the way he reaches it will likely leave readers feeling as if 
they’ve missed a few steps. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A confusing jumble of images and symbols, for all that it 
may inspire deep thoughts. (Picture book. 6-9)

THE SURPRISE
Smith, Zadie & Nick Laird
Illus. by Magenta Fox
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-593-52597-5  

A guinea pig who is a surprise birth-
day gift learns that it’s OK to be an 
oddball.

The Surprise is sleepy and dressed in a martial arts uniform. 
She wakes when Kit, the Black child to whom she was gifted, 
has left for school, and the other pets surround her. Paul, a bird; 
Dora, a cat; and Bob, a pug, don’t know what she is or what she 
does, and they conclude that “If you’re not a cat or a dog or a 
bird, you’re an oddball.” After being ostracized, the Surprise 
tries to make herself more like the other pets, but the flying 
device she creates carries her out the window. Blown by a gust 
of wind, she finds herself at the window of another oddball, who 
shares macaroons and a game of cards until it is time for the 
Surprise to return to Kit. When Kit hugs her and introduces 
her to the other pets by name, the others stop giving her a hard 
time and welcome her into the fold. Smith and Laird’s picture-
book debut is adorable and sweet, if surprisingly ordinary; their 
exploration of the eternal theme of fitting in offers amusing 
details but no unique angle. Fox’s illustrations, in a soft pal-
ette, add personality, relying on compositions that emphasize 
both action and quieter moments of connection. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A fun story of friendship and acceptance that treads famil-
iar territory. (Picture book. 4-8)

ENDLESSLY EVER AFTER
Pick Your Path to Countless 
Fairy Tale Endings!
Snyder, Laurel
Illus. by Dan Santat
Chronicle Books (92 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-4521-4482-5  

Multiple reader options give the 
woodsy road to Grandma’s house any number of surprise twists 
and diversions.

First “you” choose either a hooded red cape or a (faux) wolf 
skin coat to wear and, in traditional choose-your-own-adventure 
fashion, flip ahead to one of two designated pages. From there, 

“A quiet, unassuming, somewhat uneventful tale 
reinforcing the adage ‘there’s no place like home.’ ”

a bend in the breeze
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it’s on to encounters with big bad wolves, two sleeping prin-
cesses (one of whom you can opt to kiss), an unhappy lad named 
Jack who has lost both his goose and most of his clothes, a really 
angry little pig, a hunter with a rather too-ready axe, and/or a 
gang of similarly spun-around versions of familiar characters—
all on the way to a set of endings, happy or…otherwise: “And 
though you turn to run away, there isn’t time for that. / You’re 
finished off in seconds, and you never hear the SPLAT.” In San-
tat’s country storyscapes the reader stand-in (named Rosie) has 
beige skin and dark hair; other human figures vary in skin tone. 
Snyder casts her storylines in sturdy, regular rhyme and con-
cludes each with The End except for the last, which offers the 
more liminal thought that “whether you adventure far / or sit 
alone / or snooze, / the thing you must remember is // that every 
day… / you choose.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Some choices are hard but not this one: Pick it up! (Picture 
book. 6-9)

I’S THE B’Y
The Beloved Folk Song
Illus. by Soloy, Lauren
Greystone Kids (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-77164-833-2  

Clap your hands and dance along to a 
traditional Newfoundland folk melody.

Newfoundlanders, along with diverse creatures, happily 
join their hands, hoofs, fins, and feathers for a traditional and 
much-loved folk song/dance. After the boy, or b’y, catches fish, 
he brings them home to Liza as a guitar-strumming player and 
an accordionist are joined on stage by two more musicians—a 
fish and a moose. The villagers, human and animal, form cir-
cles and dance to the lively beat. All then enjoy a hearty meal 
as the catch is laid out to preserve and dry. A cheerful refrain 
accompanies the dancers, who now form a big circle as puf-
fins frolic in the air and on the rocks. The setting then moves 
to the shoreline, and twilight brings a joyful conclusion to the 
day’s festivities. A note from the illustrator provides an explana-
tion for the local customs and word usage. The colorful, utterly 
exuberant illustrations—digitally created, though they have a 
smudgy, hand-painted feel—are an enticing introduction to 
the music, which can be found on YouTube for those curious. 
Swirling text complements the upbeat lyrics that celebrate the 
Canadian island. The locals vary in skin tone; the titular b’y is 
brown-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An inviting version of a Canadian song that will resonate—
and reverberate. (musical notation) (Picture book. 4-7)

IN HARM’S WAY (YOUNG 
READERS EDITION)
The Sinking of the USS 
Indianapolis and the Story of 
Its Survivors
Stanton, Doug & Michael J. Tougias
Henry Holt (240 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-250-77132-2 
Series: True Rescue 

A nail-biting account of World War 
II heroism and survival. 

In the summer of 1945, veteran Navy captain Charles McVay 
undertook a secret mission on the USS Indianapolis. With more 
than 1,000 inexperienced sailors aboard, the cruiser headed for 
the island of Tinian, near Guam, delivering parts of the atomic 
bomb destined to end the war. But with no sonar, the ship’s abil-
ity to elude attacks was compromised, and a Japanese subma-
rine torpedoed the Indy, triggering a deadly fire. The men were 
forced to abandon ship, and most found themselves in one of 
two groups—one led by clergyman Father Conway and physi-
cian Dr. Haynes, the other by Ensign Harlan Twible and Chief 
Engineer Richard Redmayne. McVay was in a separate small 
group with eight other crew members. There was a scramble 
for rafts and danger from shark attacks; the men battled hun-
ger, thirst, exposure to the tropical sun, and extreme cold at 
night. Many perished. Stanton and Tougias keep the suspense 
high with short sections that cut from one embattled group to 
another. Rescue eventually came but not without glitches, and 
McVay faced a different fight for survival back home—court-
martialed and later dying by suicide. This is a riveting, well-
researched young readers’ adaptation of Stanton’s 2001 original.

Authentic detail and a brisk pace make this real-life adven-
ture a page-turner. (map, note by Stanton, glossary, books by 
Tougias, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

SUNDAY PANCAKES
Tatsukawa, Maya
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-593-40663-2  

A furry trio go on a breakfast 
adventure.

A striped purple kitty wants pan-
cakes for breakfast. Dialogue serves 

as the narrative as Cat goes through the ingredients list and 
quickly realizes that milk and eggs are needed. Cat uses a string 
telephone to ask a blue rabbit and a red moon bear for the items 
and their company. Surrounded by simply textured whimsical 
trees, the friends each set out for the house, with Rabbit singing 
about pancakes along the way. The friends’ attempts to make 
pancakes yield comic results. Rabbit trips, spilling ingredients, 
which leads to more slips and nearly ruins the honey and eggs. 
After creating a poof of flour that envelops the group, Rabbit 
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decides to stick to cleanup duty. Cat flips the pancakes while 
Moonbear looks on. Modeling creativity and patience, the 
friends eventually enjoy their pancakes, making the best of mis-
haps along the way. After a group nap, the friends wake up to a 
new surprise. With each page divided into panels, the simple 
colored cartoons, rendered in a warm palette, exude softness. 
Japanese culture is incorporated through a few ingredients and 
household objects, and a pancake recipe is included.

A delightful, delectable read. (Picture book. 3-5)

WOLFSTONGUE
Thompson, Sam
Illus. by Anna Tromop
Little Island (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-915071-00-2  

A boy with speech difficulties discov-
ers that he can talk to animals.

Sometimes, no matter how hard 
Silas tries to speak, the words won’t 
come. At school, bullies call him names 

like Silence. And he can’t tell a teacher—or even his parents, for 
fear of disappointing them. But when he meets Reynard, a cun-
ning fox, and Isengrim and Hersent, a wolf couple, speaking up 
becomes a matter of life and death. In a magical parallel world, 
foxes—troublingly emulating humans—enslaved wolves and 
worked them to near extinction in order to construct their hab-
itat, a city they called Earth. After escaping captivity, Isengrim 
and Hersent are the only wolves left. When Reynard kidnaps 
their pups, intending to breed a new race of slaves, Isengrim 
and Hersent need Silas to be their Wolfstongue, a human who 
speaks for them, if they are to have any hope of rescue. But 
can Silas find the words? Drawing on characters from medi-
eval European fables, Thompson thoughtfully examines how 
words can hurt and heal, emphasizing language’s powerful influ-
ence on characters’ self-perception. Silas’ speech difficulty is 
unnamed, enabling readers with a variety of similar conditions 
to see themselves reflected. Secondary characters, including 
an arrogant cat who banters with a snarky raven, add humor. 
Though somewhat abrupt, the ending realistically avoids a 
pat resolution to Silas’ troubles. Tromop’s realistic black-and-
white illustrations accentuate the grim, mysterious atmosphere. 
Human characters default to White.

Unusual and thought-provoking. (map, author interview) 
(Fantasy. 8-11)

GIBBERISH 
Vo, Young
Levine Querido (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-64614-110-4  

A boy begins school in a new country 
where everyone speaks gibberish.

Poignant front pages set the scene as a tiny woman and boy 
set sail from a tropical land and an airplane flies from a color-
ful landscape into a dulling gray sky. The story thus begins in 
a new grayscale landscape where only Dat, an Asian-featured 
boy, and his mother are in full color as he heads off to school. 
Vo ingeniously makes everything about this new environment 
feel foreign and surreal: the palette, the bulbous vehicles, and 
especially the wacky 1940s-style cartoon figures Dat encoun-
ters who speak in unintelligible icons inside speech bubbles 
(and repeatedly get his name wrong). Cartoon classmates are 
various types of humanoid creatures—some one-eyed, some 
horned—with large, expressive googly eyes, while Dat is finely 
drawn in realistic color, his facial expressions perfectly convey-
ing his struggles with this new culture and language. But then 
one of his classmates engages with him. The two realize they 
can communicate and share English words through drawings, 
and as their bond blossoms, the new friend gains pale-skinned 
color, realistic form, and a name: Julie. Vo’s use of color and style 
as metaphors is not new, but the execution is stellar, creating a 
viscerally uncomfortable experience while also infusing the nar-
rative with humor throughout. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A visually and emotionally immersive immigration story. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

THE FRIENDSHIP SURPRISE
Volpe, Giorgio
Illus. by Paolo Proietti
Trans. by Angus Yuen-Killick
Red Comet Press (28 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 29, 2022
978-1-63655-028-2  

A fox frets that an old friend and a 
new one will shut him out if he intro-
duces them in this follow-up to Before We 
Sleep (2021). 

Having made friends with Brock the badger over the win-
ter, Little Red can hardly wait for his longtime bestie Hazel 
the dormouse to come out of hibernation so that all three of 
them can play together. By the time Hazel emerges from her 
teapot home, Little Red has had second thoughts. But when his 
strenuous efforts to keep the two apart come to naught, Hazel 
laughingly reassures him that she’s not going to throw him 
over. Neither will Brock, as it turns out, and so all three gambol 
off—or, as Volpe puts it: “One, two, three, and they all started 
playing together, just as friends do.” Sprays of lovely flowers and 
greenery give Proietti’s misty, rolling woodland settings a sunlit, 
beguiling serenity…but along with, oddly, outfitting Hazel with 
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trousers while leaving the other two animals au naturel, the art-
ist cuts abruptly from spring to autumn with a page turn and 
finishes with an isolated view of Little Red looking disturbingly 
like he’s about to pounce on, say, a juicy dormouse. Next to the 
previous outing’s sensitive exploration of both the close rela-
tionship between Hazel and Little Red and the emotional stress 
of being separated (by impending winter), this all comes off as 
a mix of confusing visual missteps tied to a perfunctory bit of 
relationship chess. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A weak sequel run off literally by the numbers, with pretty 
but sometimes unsettling pictures. (Picture book. 5-7)

A HOME NAMED WALTER
Wallace, Chelsea Lin
Illus. by Ginnie Hsu
Feiwel & Friends (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-250-31641-7  

Wallace explores the notion of home 
by personifying a house who loses one 

family and slowly accepts another. 
When his beloved first family leaves, “Walter’s feelings 

were hurt.” He grimly relishes his browning lawn, rusting pipes, 
and sagging floors. When a brown-skinned girl and her lighter-
skinned mother move in, Walter feels cramped and resent-
ful. Little Girl feels unsettled, too, though she’s reassured by 
her capable mom. Wallace endows Walter with poltergeistlike 
responses to the new family’s intrusion: He slams shutters, hob-
bles the oven, and sabotages the fireplace. He observes Little 
Girl sniffling while addressing her father, holding his picture: “I 
miss you, Papa. You’d like our new house. He’s funny, like you.” 
Walter’s emotional response yields broken pipes as his “tears” 
flow through the house. Mama handles this latest setback with 
buckets and aplomb, asking her daughter to bring towels. When 
Little Girl discovers a photo of the former family, she realizes 
why the house is sad. “I know what it’s like to have someone 
move away. But it doesn’t mean you’re alone.” Her matter-of-
fact empathy affects Walter: he feels understood and “livable” 
once more. Hsu conveys Walter’s emotions through dot-and-
dash facial features that appear on the roof or walls. Her bright, 
detailed pictures elevate a potentially maudlin premise, and the 
project succeeds by spotlighting the growing emotional intel-
ligence of Little Girl and Walter. Both former and current fami-
lies present as multiracial. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

In this cozy home, open hearts prevail. (Picture book. 3-7)

INNER
Washington, Cleteisha Ann
Illus. by Aleksandra Szmidt
New Frontier Publishing (28 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-912678-51-8  

A child travels through nature seek-
ing fulfillment.

Whimsical illustrations depict a Black child with Afro puffs 
asking where peace, joy, kindness, and freedom can be found. The 
answer: “Go inner.” The protagonist leads readers on an adven-
ture through floral fields, a lively stream, a herd of elephants, a 
flock of birds, a rainy forest, and—record scratch—atop a tree 
befriending swinging monkeys, a problematic inclusion given the 
long racist history of linking Black people to monkeys. The book 
doubles down with an image of the child covering their mouth 
next to a monkey covering its ears and another with paws over 
its eyes, a reference to the three wise monkeys, a Japanese picto-
rial maxim. Though the book offers a positive message of finding 
friendship, love, and power within, the use of harmful imagery 
overshadows any benefits. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A well-intentioned attempt at fostering mindfulness 
marred by problematic tropes. (Picture book. 3-6)

HARVEY AND THE 
COLLECTION OF 
IMPOSSIBLE THINGS
Weyr, Garret
Illus. by Minnie Phan
Chronicle Books (144 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-79720-690-5  

A brave city cat learns what it’s like to 
find a home with a good human.

Harvey has had a tough life. His 
mother was killed by a bus, he’s separated from his brother and 
sister, and every day is a struggle to satisfy hunger while avoiding 
mean kids, alley rats, and speeding cars. But one day, he meets a 
kind woman who grows plants on a rooftop. As their friendship 
blossoms, Harvey tries to check off a list of “impossible” tasks, 
like helping out his missing siblings. The short novel is briskly 
paced; days, weeks, then whole seasons pass as Harvey settles 
into a life he never could have imagined as an outdoor feline. 
The story is told from Harvey’s perspective and in simple lan-
guage, which only occasionally becomes unclear. But it’s more 
than made up for by clever writing and a deep knowledge of cat 
behaviors and motivations. Charming illustrations effectively 
bring to life some of the scenes. As the title character’s relation-
ships with a dog named Chester and a trio of friendly sparrows, 
as well as kind humans, deepen, so does the book. Harvey and 
other animals he encounters are adorable, and the humans who 
befriend them are diverse in terms of race. 

Not a perfect journey but a tale full of heart and memo-
rable moments. (Animal fiction. 7-10)

“In this cozy home, open hearts prevail.” 
a home named walter
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BIG CATS 
What Do Lions, Tigers, 
and Panthers Get Up 
To All Day?
Williams, Tyus D.
Illus. by Chaaya Prabhat
Neon Squid/Macmillan (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-68449-207-7 
Series: A Day in the Life 

Vignettes about lions, jaguars, tigers, pumas, and other 
predator cats blend science and exciting narratives. 

The dangerous and fascinating creatures that make up the 
Felidae family each get the spotlight in this picture book from 
wildlife ecologist Williams. Through stories that unfold each 
hour over the course of a day, from 8 a.m. to 11 p.m., Williams 
drops facts about various types of large cat within satisfying 
scenes. A smart two-page spread introduces the book by explain-
ing which cats belong to the Panthera and Puma branches of 
the cat family tree, how they are related to domestic cats, and 
which cat is no longer with us. (Spoiler: The saber-toothed 
tiger went extinct 10,000 years ago.) The incredible speed of a 
cheetah, the climbing skills of a black panther, and the stealthy 
stalking techniques of the puma—which yowls and screeches 
because it can’t roar—aren’t just listed as dry facts. They are part 
of a set of stories that show how these cats interact with envi-
ronments all over the world and with creatures such as African 
elephants, black caimans, and spotted hyenas. In between the 
scenes are more detailed two-page spreads covering camouflage, 
where cats are found in the wild across the world, their rela-
tive sizes, and what biological features make them jump high, 
chomp strongly, and run at high speeds. Throughout, Prab-
hat’s graceful art makes vivid use of color as it depicts cats in 
moments of intense action but stops short of including blood or 
gore in hunting scenes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A carefully constructed, absolutely engaging primer on 
fierce cats in the wild. (glossary, index) (Picture book. 6-8)

BEHOLD OUR 
MAGICAL GARDEN
Poems Fresh From a 
School Garden
Wolf, Allan
Illus. by Daniel Duncan
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 8, 2022
978-1-5362-0455-1  

Poems celebrating small gardens and those who work them.
Wolf claims school visits as inspiration for this collection, 

but the gardens he writes about, and that Duncan depicts with 
fine attention to natural detail, could be planted in any small 
patch of ground: “A dash of freshly chopped-up chives / will 
make your salad come alive. / To make your salsa taste sub-
lime, / just add cilantro every thyme.” Wolf gives the book a 

pedagogical slant with verses about Linnean names for com-
mon veggies and the uses of keeping a notebook of observations 
as well as an appendix pointing out instances of personification, 
concrete poetry, irony, rhyme schemes, and like study mat-
ter. Some verses are arranged for multiple voices or, like the 
hilarious “March of the Garden Volunteers” (“Rising from the 
compost bin, / volunteers are moving in”), choral reading. Seeds, 
songbirds, and even bugs get their says—“Avoid the use of pes-
ticides! / Say no to insect homicides!”—on the way to one last 
wintry insight that “Gardens come and go! / Gardens come and 
go!” Racially diverse groups of children working in gardens and 
enjoying the harvest alternate with scenes of common flora and 
fauna throughout.

Well tuned to cultivate a deeper appreciation for both 
poetry and the pleasures and rewards of planting. (Illustrated 
poetry. 6-9)

THE KAYA GIRL
Wolo, Mamle
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-316-70393-2  

Two Ghanaian girls from different 
backgrounds form an unlikely bond.

Fourteen-year-old Abena was born to 
rich parents. Her father is a doctor, and 
she has lived a sheltered life: Her family 
has a personal chef and she attends the 

American international school. When Abena goes to spend the 
summer holidays with her Auntie Lydia, who has a fabric shop 
in Accra’s crowded and colorful Makola Market, she meets Faiza, 
also 14, who is a kayayoo, or porter girl. Despite their stark dif-
ference in social class and initial inability to speak each other’s 
languages, Abena and Faiza form a quick and solid bond. The 
girls learn about each other’s lives, and both begin to see the 
world through new eyes. Through Abena’s first-person narra-
tion, readers observe Faiza’s journey as she dreams of academic 
success and works in pursuit of it despite the odds against her as 
a girl from a village in the rural north. Wolo’s prose has an ease 
that draws readers in and keeps them engaged. Through the 
skillful descriptions of shared moments both momentous and 
trivial, they witness the blossoming of a beautiful connection 
between the two girls. Abena’s voice reads as realistic for some-
one of her age, status, and experience—or lack thereof—as she 
grows in her understanding of societal prejudice, the ways it 
affects her friend’s life, and the power of her own voice.

A heartwarming and inspiring tale of a friendship that sur-
passes class differences and social stigma. (Fiction. 9-14)

“A carefully constructed, absolutely engaging 
primer on fierce cats in the wild.”

big cats
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THE WORLD 
BELONGED TO US 
Woodson, Jacqueline
Illus. by Leo Espinosa
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-399-54549-8  

Kids burst out of school and into 
summer vacation.

Now they can play outside all day till the streetlights 
come on, when moms call them home. This nostalgic homage 
to Woodson’s childhood in her beloved Brooklyn evokes the 
senses: the sounds of laughter and double Dutch rhymes, the 
sight of sidewalk chalk and bottle cap games, and the taste of an 
ice cream cone with rainbow sprinkles from the ice cream truck. 
The refrain, “In Brooklyn / in the summer / not so long ago,” 
appears in text the color of summer heat: red, orange, yellow. 
The bell-bottom plaid pants; white, knee-high, color-ringed 
tube socks; and loud-and-proud Afros pinpoint this story’s 

’60s or ’70s setting. The amazing diversity of the neighborhood 
comes through both in Espinosa’s lively, colorful retro illustra-
tions, which depict Black, brown, and White children, and 
Woodson’s lyrical text, which describes kids calling “out to each 
other / in Spanish / in English / in Polish / in German / in Chi-
nese.” They also get along well, with the older kids looking out 
for the younger ones and those with ice cream money sharing 
with those without “because some days the ones with no money 
/ were us.” Espinosa depicts many characters with mouths wide 
open, emphasizing their unbridled delight and loudness. Author 
and illustrator offer a refreshing reminder of a pre-internet time 
when full-immersion play was the summer activity and kids took 
full advantage. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A dream team of talent show and tell a delightful story of 
summers gone by. (Picture book. 4-8)

OLIVE
Wyatt, Edwina
Illus. by Lucia Masciullo
Little Hare/Trafalgar (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 1, 2022
978-1-76050-408-3  

A girl grieves for her dead cat but 
finds solace in moving on.

Lilah is pictured on the book’s cover 
happily reading to Olive, her loving and attentive feline. The 
title page, with images of flyers about a lost cat, hint at the sad-
ness to come, and when Lilah returns from school one day, her 
mother tells her that Olive is dead. The difficult scene plays out 
in the illustrations, with no mention of the words death or dead, 
but Lilah’s tears make it clear what has happened. A tree planted 
in memory of Olive provides no peace, only anger. Through the 
seasons, the tree grows, but Lilah refuses to interact with it. 
Enter a striped cat who returns day after day to sit in Olive’s 
favorite spots despite Lilah’s anger. And then the new cat climbs 

Olive’s tree. Predictably, Lilah rescues the cat, begins to appre-
ciate and enjoy her memories of Olive, and embraces the new 
pet. In this gentle tale that treads familiar ground, a child faces 
grief with help from an affectionate new companion—though 
an author’s note with tips on dealing with this very difficult sub-
ject might have been helpful. The softly colored illustrations are 
appealing and do not overplay the presentation. Olive is light-
skinned with black hair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sensitive story about the death of a much-loved pet. (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)

YES WE WILL 
Asian Americans Who 
Shaped This Country
Yang, Kelly
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-46305-5  

A celebration of the achievements of 
Asian Americans.

Succinct text and the combined talents of diverse artists 
bring vibrancy and color to the portrayal of Asian American 
pioneers. A cold, mountainous landscape greets readers as Chi-
nese workers toil on the transcontinental railway. It is explained 
that many immigrated to America for opportunity, and a small 
caption reveals that 20,000 workers endured perilous work-
ing conditions. Though Asian American immigrants were told 

“to get out” and that “they couldn’t stay,” the trailblazers on a 
subsequent list have shown how they have broken barriers and 
thrived in rebuke. Every illustration is unique in scope and style 
to match the spotlighted individual. Dan Santat offers dynamic 
lighting and perspective as basketball player Jeremy Lin goes 
in for a slam-dunk. Sujean Rim renders abstract portraits with 
splashes of color for designer Vera Wang and ballet dancer Lia 
Cirio. Kitkat Pecson gives an eye-popping portrayal of author 
Jenny Han and activist Amanda Nguyen, while Julia Kuo evokes 
warmth in an intimate family dinner scene for author, activist, 
and chef Padma Lakshmi. The list includes individuals of East 
Asian, Southeast Asian, and South Asian backgrounds in the 
fields of STEM, art, politics, and advocacy. While brief captions 
give the name and a quick overview of each subject’s achieve-
ments, more detailed biographies are included in the author’s 
note. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A radiant tribute to groundbreakers to inspire the next 
generation. (Collective biography. 5-8)
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AMY WU AND THE WARM 
WELCOME
Zhang, Kat
Illus. by Charlene Chua
Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5344-9735-1  

Amy Wu finds ways to welcome a new classmate in this 
series installment.

Ms. Mary announces the arrival of Lin, a student from 
China. With eager smiles, Amy and her classmates give him “a 
big, warm welcome.” Lin grins but, with rosy cheeks and a shy 
smile, doesn’t say a word. At school pickup, Amy gets a glimpse 
of “a whole new Lin” as he giggles and chatters happily in Chi-
nese with his family. Pondering and pondering, Amy might just 
have another way to say welcome. With Grandma’s help, Amy 
decorates a colorful banner with the characters she already 
knows, “huan ying ni,” to unveil at her dumpling party. Zhang 
creates a circular narrative, as Amy now finds herself with the 
words stuck in her throat and cheeks aglow. The power of 
actions resonates in this third outing with Amy Wu and her 
classmates. When words escape us—or we might not know the 
right ones—kind gestures can speak loudly. Chua’s expressive 
illustrations capture the emotional beats of Zhang’s text. The 
energy of Amy’s interactions in class and Lin’s comfortable rap-
port with his family contrast with the shyness and hesitancy 
on their faces at other points. Amy and her family are Chinese 
American; her classmates are racially diverse. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Full of warmth indeed. (craft) (Picture book. 4-8)

“Full of warmth indeed.”
amy wu and the warm welcome



young 
adult

HOME FIELD ADVANTAGE
Adler, Dahlia
Wednesday Books (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-250-76584-0  

A cheerleader-meets-quarterback story, 
with a twist. 

Pretty, peppy, and popular, junior 
Amber McCloud is poised to be the next 
cheer captain at her high school in the 
Florida Panhandle. All she needs to do 

is keep her sexuality under wraps. Meanwhile, on the football 
team, talented new player Jack Walsh is ready to take the Ather-
ton Alligators to the next level. Or, she would be, if the team 
and the town could swallow their sexism and accept Jack (short 
for Jaclyn) as the QB. Against a nostalgic—yet truthfully bru-
tal—tapestry of archetypal American teendom, the two find 
their way into each other’s pockets and under one another’s 
skin. Adler keeps the pages turning with well-mapped tension 
and compelling characters, using clichés to her advantage as she 
builds an appealing and heartfelt romance. Sweet as the bones 
of the story are, it’s the dark flashes of underbelly that keep it 
moving. As QB, Jack attempts to fill the mythically enlarged 
shoes of a not-so-nice boy who died while driving drunk. Cara, 
one of Amber’s best friends, is the daughter of a fire-and-brim-
stone preacher, and the specter of bigotry is never far from the 
story’s consciousness. Both Jack and Amber are White, while a 
deep bench of secondary characters includes Miguel, Amber’s 
Cuban American gay best friend–cum–fake boyfriend, and the 
school’s first Black cheer captain, Crystal.

Bubbly but not naïve: a worthy rendition of a classic high 
school story. (Romance. 13-18)

I GUESS I LIVE HERE NOW
Ahn, Claire
Viking (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-593-40319-8  

Suddenly relocated against her will 
from New York to Seoul, Melody finds it 
hard to adjust.

Sixteen-year-old Melody Lee loves 
living with her mom in their cozy New 
York City apartment, spending time 

with her best friend, and working toward an interior design 
internship. Her father visits occasionally from Korea, where he 
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Reviews of books for young peo-
ple in trade journals conclude with 
suggested age ranges. As battles 
over so-called “inappropriate” con-
tent in kids’ and teen books heat 
up—debates that crystallize con-
flicts over changing societal val-
ues—school librarians nationwide 
report that some administrators 
are incorrectly treating these age 
recommendations as prescriptive 

and using them to craft policies that override the exper-
tise of library professionals and limit students’ access to 
books. 

By contrast, I’ve sometimes seen parents misunder-
stand reviews’ age ranges as purely signaling the diffi-
culty of the vocabulary, which can lead to pushing chil-
dren with advanced literacy skills to read material aimed 
at those with more years of life experience and develop-
mentally different social-emotional needs. 

Underlying these contrasting attitudes are oppos-
ing fears about the consequences of reading the “wrong” 
books. On the one hand, there’s the anxiety that kids 
will suffer emotional distress, lose a romanticized no-
tion of childhood innocence, be brainwashed into harm-
ful beliefs, or be tempted into immoral behavior. On the 
other hand, there are worries that not reading “challeng-
ing enough” books will lead to kids’ stagnating intellectu-
ally and falling behind their peers.

Reading, however, is always about what readers bring to 
books. The same work can kick-start life-changing insights 
for one reader or, for another, serve as light entertainment 
(and there is absolutely nothing wrong with reading pure-
ly for fun and escape). Books can be upsetting and confus-
ing—but so can real life. Unlike real life, readers can skim, 
skip, take breaks, and walk away. One important function 
of story has always been to vicariously work through strong 
emotions as catharsis or preparation for reality.

When reviewers recommend an age range for a book, 
they consider many elements, including the ages of the 
main characters, the complexity of the writing (vocabu-
lary, sentence and narrative structures), and the develop-
mental stage it is aimed at. Age ranges are intended as 
general guideposts, not absolutes, and are based on re-
viewers’ experiences introducing large numbers of young 
people to a variety of books. They are a starting point 
for consideration, not a substitute for any adult’s under-
standing of a specific community, classroom, or individ-
ual child or teen.

Here are some 2022 titles that show how similar sub-
ject matter can be presented in very different ways in 
order to resonate with middle-grade vs. young adult au-
diences. Each of these titles covers 
much more than these broad themes 
and holds appeal for those beyond 
the age ranges listed in our reviews—
especially given the fuzzy line be-
tween upper-middle-grade and lower 
YA, and upper YA and new adult.

Two books that look at divorce 
and parents’ mental health struggles 
are, for middle grade, A Song Called 
Home by Sara Zarr (Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins, March 15) and, for YA, 
A Furry Faux Paw by Jessica Kara (Page Street, May 24).

Young people confront the com-
plexities of racism in the middle-
grade title The Secret Battle of Evan 
Pao by Wendy Wan-Long Shang 
(Scholastic, June 7) and the YA nov-
el The Silence That Binds Us by Joanna 
Ho (HarperTeen, June 14).

Two titles that handle the sen-
sitive and painful subject of abuse 
are Caprice by Coe Booth (Scholas-
tic, May 17) for middle-grade readers 
and All My Rage by Sabaa Tahir (Ra-

zorbill/Penguin, March 1) for teens.
Disordered eating and body dys-

morphia come up in the middle-
grade graphic novel Smaller Sister 
by Maggie Edkins Willis (Roaring 
Brook Press, May 3) and the YA nov-
el And They Lived… by Steven Salva-
tore (Bloomsbury, March 8).

The painful impact of societal 
messages about appearance is ex-
plored in Falling Short by Ernesto 
Cisneros (Quill Tree Books/Harp-
erCollins, March 15) in middle grade, and Does My Body 
Offend You? by Mayra Cuevas and Marie Marquardt 
(Knopf, April 5) in YA.

YOUNG ADULT  |  Laura Simeon

what makes a book 
“age appropriate”?
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“A rich, empowering voice carries this haunting 
story to a satisfying conclusion.”

bad things happen here
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lives and works; Melody’s parents wanted her to get a U.S. edu-
cation. But when she’s caught trying weed, her mother moves 
them to Seoul, someplace Melody has only visited once. When 
her father turns out to live in a luxury villa and have a personal 
driver and sends Melody to a fancy international school, she 
rejects his lavish lifestyle while harboring resentment and anger. 
Still, as her new friends and crush show her around Seoul, Mel-
ody finds herself enjoying the food, nightlife, history, and cul-
ture. But her parents are fighting, her mom is keeping secrets, 
her relationship with her father is nonexistent, and her mom 
thinks interior design is not a viable career. Melody tries to 
balance who she is inside with her new lifestyle. This roman-
tic comedy also focuses on friendships and family relationships 
as it shows the impact of wealthy parents’ focus on their chil-
dren’s success and the toll of not being accepted for who you 
are before coming to a heartwarming conclusion. Romanized 
Korean is woven throughout, and fascinating details highlight 
many beautiful and charming parts of Seoul.

Entertaining; a drama-filled ode to family against a well-
developed Seoul backdrop. (Fiction. 12-17)

JFK & THE MUCKERS 
OF CHOATE
A Real-to-Life Novel
Badler, Scott
Bancroft Press (324 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 29, 2022
978-1-61088-566-9  

Ask not what your prep school can 
do for you, ask what you can do for your 
prep school.

Journalist and nonfiction writer Badler 
states that this novel, focusing on John F. Kennedy’s time at the 
elite Choate School, is mostly based on actual history. Unfortu-
nately, this first-person fictionalized portrait of a mutinous teenage 
underachiever fizzles. Episodes include gathering a group of fellow 
muckers to defiantly hold secret meetings before compulsory cha-
pel and wear unsanctioned club pins, an explicit visit to a Harlem 
bordello, a closeted roommate’s offer of a hand job, and no less 
than four long dialogues with a Columbia psychologist. Interac-
tions with the large Kennedy clan, particularly eldest brother and 
golden boy Joe Jr., play a large role. Both Lead Belly and Gertrude 
Stein parade past, the former having to pass his hat to get paid, 
the latter to make her famous comment about her hometown 
and encourage young Jack to write a book about brave politi-
cians. In the end, the adolescent fuming and rebellion feel like a 
device for showing a future president developing leadership skills, 
exhibiting strength of character in dealing with his chronically 
poor health, and expressing strong feelings about the injustice of 
racial and religious prejudice. Readers can get the same from bet-
ter conventional biographies without having to pick the invented 
bits out from the historical ones.

Ambitious but only fitfully entertaining or informative. 
(author’s note, character bios, timeline, discussion questions, 
further reading) (Historical fiction. 15-18)

BAD THINGS 
HAPPEN HERE 
Barrow, Rebecca
McElderry (352 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-5344-9743-6  

The island of Parris looks picture 
perfect, and that’s how the wealthy resi-
dents like it, despite the curse that every 
once in a while claims the life of a young 
woman. 

Seventeen-year-old Luca Laine Thomas’ best friend, Polly, 
died three years earlier. Her death was deemed an accident, 
but Luca knows the truth lies elsewhere—in the curse that 
plagues the island but that no one else really believes in beyond 
childhood stories. Then the worst happens: Her beloved sister, 
Whitney, is found dead after a party, and Luca realizes the curse 
has finally come for her family. Now she needs to find answers 
before somebody else falls victim. Together with newcomer 
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Naomi Fontaine (with whom Luca may be falling in love), she 
embarks on a dangerous investigation to discover the truth. But 
the process of unveiling the dark secrets of Parris and its rich, 
privileged, mostly White inhabitants leads them down a road of 
no return. With short chapters and a sparse, present-tense nar-
rative, this contemporary novel fuses elements of mystery and 
romance as Luca’s beautifully told coming-of-age story unfolds 
against a dark backdrop of death. Luca’s grief, trauma, and men-
tal illness are deftly explored and, juxtaposed with her strong 
sense of identity as a fat, Black, mixed-race, queer girl, provide 
a rich, empowering voice that carries this haunting story to a 
satisfying conclusion. Naomi is described as Asian.

There is not a word wasted in this sad and harrowing tale. 
(Thriller. 14-adult)

BLOOD AND MOONLIGHT
Beaty, Erin
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-250-75581-0  

A girl uncovers her own secrets while 
chasing a serial killer in a fantasy city.

Catrin is the assistant to Magister 
Thomas, the head architect of the won-
drous Holy Sanctum in the city of Collis. 
While inspecting scaffolds at night, Cat 

hears a scream and follows the sound only to find a gruesome 
murder scene. The Comte de Montcuir assigns Simon, a hand-
some, young distant relation of his, to investigate. As a witness, 
Cat hides some information because the murdered girl visited 
Magister Thomas earlier that evening, and she doesn’t want to 
give his political enemies leverage. In the course of investigat-
ing, Cat starts to uncover her own past and things that may 
make her uniquely qualified to hunt the killer. As more sex 
workers are brutally killed, Cat, Simon, and his Montcuir cous-
ins develop a profile of the killer—a profile that fits multiple 
people close to Cat. Plenty of clues and red herrings keep her 
(and readers) guessing. The romantic storylines gain tension as 
Cat must decide whom to trust. The “madness” of the killer is 
clearly separated from mental illness, and diversity in the pre-
sentation of mental illness is emphasized. Racially, most char-
acters read as White; there’s an in-universe diversity storyline 
related to an isolationist nocturnal sect some believe to have 
magick. The story ends with high-stakes action and long-reach-
ing consequences.

Dark thrills for fans of psychology, magick, and murder. 
(author’s note) (Fantasy thriller. 14-adult)

A HEAVY DOSE OF 
ALLISON TANDY
Bishop, Jeff
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  July 12, 2022
978-1-984812-94-0  

High school senior Cameron keeps 
telling himself that he is over Allison 
Tandy, the ex-girlfriend who broke his 
heart, but after being prescribed fic-
tional painkiller Delatrix for a basketball 

injury, he is not so sure. 
After taking the drug, Cam is astounded to find himself con-

versing with Ally in his bathroom. This should be impossible 
because she was in a car crash months before and is hospital-
ized, lying in a coma. While Cam is at first disbelieving, suspect-
ing this is a side effect of the drug, Ally slaps him and he passes 
out, coming to with a tender cheek, making the encounter feel 
real. With just two weeks until high school graduation, Cam has 
to cope not only with the confusion caused by Ally’s ongoing 
spectral visits, but with pressure from Chevy and Lisa, his best 
friends, to date again. The pair, dubbed The Happy Couple by 
Cam, even create a dossier of options for him to consider. Is 
he ready? What do his visits from Ally mean? Cam’s wry first-
person narration and witty banter with Ally perfectly match the 
lighthearted mood of the book. Giving the novel some weight 
is its thoughtful exploration of the fate of high school relation-
ships after graduation as couples negotiate their commitments. 
The affluent Illinois suburb setting allows for some exploration 
of characters’ awareness of relative socio-economic diversity. 
Cam and Ally are White; Chevy is Black, and Lisa is Jewish. 

A fun, fast-paced coming-of-age story with an unusual 
twist. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE SONG THAT MOVES 
THE SUN
Bright, Anna
HarperTeen (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-308352-3  

Astrology and magic combine in this 
otherworldly fantasy. 

At a concert, best friends Claudia 
and Rora meet Amir and Major, two boys 
who are searching for a song that will 

rectify disharmony in the universe. Despite some skepticism, 
Claudia and Rora are inclined to believe them: Recently there’s 
been troubling natural phenomena worldwide, Claudia’s misbe-
having twin brother was shipped off to live with their physicist 
grandmother in Italy, and Rora was mugged and now suffers 
from debilitating anxiety. Major and Amir say they come from 
Mercury and Mars—although they are human, not alien—and 
they believe Rora is an amplifier, someone who can increase 
the power of music. She can help them, and they can help her 

“A fun, fast-paced coming-of-age story with an unusual twist.”
a heavy dose of allison tandy
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as well. Alternating chapters feature the girls’ first-person per-
spectives as they travel through portals from Washington, D.C., 
to different planets, searching for a solution to the imbalance. 
Though most characters are entertaining enough, short yet 
tedious chapters set in the 13th century and following Dante 
Alighieri, Beatrice Portinari, and Marco Polo, who discover the 
portals and establish settlements on various planets, are inter-
spersed and drag the story down. The story’s magical elements 
fizzle, and as the planets’ settlements are barely distinguishable 
from Earth in technology and culture, the worldbuilding never 
quite comes together. Claudia, Rora, and Major are White; 
Muslim Amir is cued as being of Middle Eastern descent.

The stars don’t quite align for this one. (author’s note, 
resources) (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE ASPERKID’S (SECRET) 
BOOK OF SOCIAL RULES, 10TH 
ANNIVERSARY EDITION
The Handbook of (Not-So-
Obvious) Neurotypical Social 
Guidelines for Autistic Teens
Cook, Jennifer
Illus. by Tim Stringer
Jessica Kingsley Publishers (288 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-78775-837-7  

Cook, herself autistic, offers tips for neurodiverse readers. 
Incorporating candid personal anecdotes, the author 

examines how common autistic tendencies—among them 
perfectionism, difficulty giving and receiving criticism, and 
a lack of tact—can inadvertently cause neurotypical peers 
to form negative impressions. To mitigate social gaffes, she 
thoroughly explains the rationale behind such social subtle-
ties as white lies, reflective listening, and how to helpfully 
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frame critiques, among others. Each chapter, introduced by a 
black-and-white cartoon illustration and a list of main points, 
accessibly breaks abstract concepts into actionable behaviors. 
Charts and sample dialogues demonstrate such skills as dis-
tinguishing between insensitive and tactful responses to awk-
ward questions. Practice sessions in the form of short, comic 
strip–style vignettes invite readers to apply these skills by 
spotting strengths and weaknesses in characters’ interactions. 
Importantly, though the author doesn’t sugarcoat the negative 
effects of social blunders, she encourages readers to be gentle 
with themselves. Unfortunately, generalizations occasion-
ally mar her advice. For instance, she discourages befriend-
ing popular, attractive, and charismatic people, claiming that 
they would find readers disposable—a rigid presumption that 
contradicts her encouragement of flexible thinking. How-
ever, readers will appreciate her logical approaches to curb-
ing catastrophic thinking, defusing meltdowns, recognizing 
trustworthy friends, engaging in self-advocacy, and more. 
While readers may not need—or agree with—every tip, the 
wide variety of topics ensures that they’ll find useful strategies 
for almost any challenge. There is some racial diversity in the 
illustrated figures.

An earnest, well-mapped guide to neurotypical customs. 
(references) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

EXACTLY WHERE YOU NEED 
TO BE
Coombs, Amelia Diane
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-5344-9354-4  

Reticent Florie and spontaneous 
Kacey, BFFs and recent high school 
grads, are spending their last weeks of 
summer together. 

Kacey will leave their small Washing-
ton town to attend art school; Florie has OCD and will take a 
gap year to prepare for the challenges of college. When the girls 
win tickets to a broadcast and meet-and-greet in San Francisco 
with the hosts of their favorite podcast, Murder Me Later, Sam, 
Kacey’s older brother, offers to drive them. They calculate that 
they can make it there and back before any of their parents real-
ize they are not actually staying at a Bainbridge Island beach 
house as originally planned. Florie sees this as her opportunity 
to show her independence and the emotional growth she’s made 
in therapy. Complicating matters, serial dater Sam kissed Florie 
at a winter holiday party; she thought her mental health issues 
precluded a romantic relationship, but empathetic Sam listens 
as she speaks honestly about her OCD and is not scared away. 
The fact that she’s hidden her feelings for Sam causes conflict 
with Kacey, however. And then Florie’s overprotective mother 
shows up in San Francisco to drag her home, a conflict that ulti-
mately leads to growth. Florie’s first-person narration is realis-
tic and straightforward, with touches of humor, frank language, 
and romance. The girls create a bucket list for the road trip that 

reappears throughout with funny annotations. All major char-
acters present White.

A winning story about growing up and spreading your 
wings. (Fiction. 14-18)

JUMPER 
Crowder, Melanie
Viking (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 21, 2022
978-0-593-32696-1  

Blair Scott has the grit and athleti-
cism to become an elite firefighter—and 
a secret that could end her career before 
it begins.

Blair, 19, spends summers in Mon-
tana with Aunt Cate. From volunteering 

at a fire camp, Blair understands the need to protect forest eco-
systems and human communities in a warming climate. Com-
petitive and driven, she’s developed the strength and stamina 
needed for a job some male firefighters doubt she can handle. 
(Their skepticism has merely strengthened her resolve.) Now 
Blair and Jason, her longtime BFF, are rookie firefighters. Their 
friendship’s platonic; both are attracted to girls—typically the 
same ones. Jason has reluctantly agreed to keep secret Blair’s 
Type 1 diabetes, a diagnosis that would have disqualified her 
from the program, and biomedical engineer Aunt Cate has 
adapted her medical devices. When the busy fire season turns 
deadly and a fire crew is lost, the rookies are allowed to train 
as smokejumpers. Blair manages her hidden condition responsi-
bly—until a training mishap brings major challenges. Rejecting 
Aunt Cate’s and Jason’s pleas that she disclose her diabetes, Blair 
makes a serious miscalculation. Blair’s passion for firefighting 
and her willingness to endure its grueling, vividly described 
hazards while struggling to manage her condition enrich the 
narrative. She’s a mesmerizing tour guide to the extraordinary 
challenges of battling hellish heat and blinding smoke in for-
ested wilderness. Firefighting principles are tucked between 
chapters. Main characters are cued as White.

Never less than riveting. (glossary, author’s note, sources) 
(Fiction. 12-18)

WHITE LIES
de Waard, Sara
DCB (240 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-77086-649-2  

With a traumatic past and a difficult 
home life, a teen girl searches for a place 
to belong. 

Bad things always happen around 
Missy’s birthday—a few years ago her 
younger brother died, and last year her 

mother was arrested and sent to prison—so now she dreads her 

“Riveting.”
jumper
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approaching 16th birthday. Her neglectful father abuses alcohol 
and drugs; she refers to him as Trick when he’s sober and Treat 
when he’s not. Nearly every day Missy escapes into a nearby 
vintage toy store where she assists the owner, Renshu Lin. In 
addition to Ren, who provides her a safe space, Missy has sev-
eral supportive adults in her life—her psychiatrist, Dr. Tandalay; 
Priscilla, a social services counselor; and Miss Maalouf, a jani-
tor at school. Missy also connects with Luke, a fellow student 
whose mom is also in prison, and a touch of romance blooms 
in between their rapid banter. As Missy faces her past, a whirl-
wind climax leads to an ultimately hopeful ending. Despite her 
parents’ cruelty, Missy shines through her kind deeds and care 
for others (even if they’re sometimes misguided). Her snarky 
voice comes across as authentic and redeems the uneven plot. 
Missy is White; Luke’s father is cued as Native, and his mother 
is French Canadian. There is some racial diversity among sec-
ondary characters. 

A heartfelt story. (Fiction. 12-18)

LONG LIVE THE 
PUMPKIN QUEEN
Tim Burton’s The Nightmare 
Before Christmas
Ernshaw, Shea
Disney Press (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-368-06960-1  

Sally must save her town from a 
sleeping curse before Halloween comes.

Sally is at last married to Pumpkin 
King Jack Skellington. Nothing could be more perfect as they 
depart for a one-day honeymoon to Valentine’s Town. But after 
a chance meeting with elegant Ruby Valentino, Queen of Val-
entine’s Town, Sally begins having doubts about her newfound 
status as Pumpkin Queen. These doubts only grow upon their 
return to Halloween Town, as the residents begin pressuring 
Sally into fulfilling their ideas of a good queen. With Halloween 
only two weeks away and Jack focused on making the holiday 
a success, Sally despairs. Upset, she flees to the grove of por-
tal trees, where she is drawn to one with a mysterious hidden 
door. Loyal ghost dog Zero stops her from passing through it, 
but on returning home, Sally discovers she may have let a ter-
rible monster out of its prison. With the Sandman on the loose, 
the citizens of Halloween Town fall under his sleeping spell, 
and it’s up to Sally to save the day. Sally’s adventure gives some 
much-needed expansion to the other holiday worlds and her 
backstory with Dr. Finkelstein. The perspective through which 
Sally sees the world keeps the narrative grounded in Halloween 
Town even while she explores other areas. While some parts of 
the ending are unsatisfactory, witnessing Sally uncover her true 
self and come into her own takes readers on a satisfying journey.

A delight for both existing fans and newcomers. (Fantasy. 
12-18)

OBLIVION ROUGE
The Hakkinen
Fall, Pap Souleye
Saturday AM (224 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  July 5, 2022
978-0-7603-7686-7 
Series: Oblivion Rouge, 1 

An ostracized young woman joins 
an elite training camp to help battle a 
plague and hopes to find acceptance in 
her adopted community. 

In this graphic novel by Dakar, Senegal–based artist Fall, 
the LEUP plague has infected most people on Earth, threaten-
ing the survival of humanity. Only the country of Galloum has 
been spared—and their borders are closed. Neighboring Eumek 
becomes a battleground between the Hells, Galloum’s army of 
rebels, and those seeking asylum. Oumi is a young orphan who 
is brought to Eumek by her adoptive father. However, she is 
made to feel different, as the community believes she brought 
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Scott Kelly does not like the writing process.
“Horrible,” he says, when asked about the experience 

of writing his new book, Ready for Launch: An Astronaut’s 
Lessons for Success on Earth (Crown, April 12). “With this 
particular book, it was just a lot easier. My other book 
[the 2017 memoir, Endurance: A Year in Space, A Lifetime 
of Discovery,] was probably 10 times the size. That was a 
horrible experience.”

But as hard as Kelly—the U.S. astronaut who holds 
the record for most time in orbit, more than 520 days 
in space on four space flights, according to NASA—
finds writing, he does it when the reasons are important 
enough. He hopes to follow Ready for Launch, aimed at 
teenagers looking for inspiration for their lives, with a 
business leadership book.

Currently, Kelly is doing plenty of writing on Twitter 
(mostly in Russian) as he tries to keep friends and sup-

porters in Russia informed about the war in Ukraine. He 
is also advising some about how to use apps like Signal so 
that their texts cannot be collected by the Russian gov-
ernment. 

“My primary goal is to get real information to Russians 
and Russian speakers in Russia because they’re just fed so 
much misinformation,” says Kelly, who became a celebri-
ty there after his year on the International Space Station 
with Russian cosmonaut Mikhail Kornienko, ending in 
2016. “I do have a very large Twitter following, and a lot 
of them are Russians. My book was published in Russian, 
and I’m somewhat of a public figure there. I feel like we 
all need to be doing whatever we can to have some kind 
of an impact in a positive way, and that’s one way I think 
I can do it that maybe a lot of other people can’t because 
they just don’t have that kind of social media footprint in 
the country.”

After all, Kelly speaks Russian. He lived in Russia 
briefly while on assignment for NASA. He has plenty of 
Russian friends. However, he sees the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine as “horrific.”

“But it’s not a war of the Russian people,” Kelly says. 
“It’s a war of one person. [Russian President Vladimir 
Putin] is responsible. It seems like there are war crimes 
being committed. Some of my Russian friends support 
what’s going on there and some of them don’t. The ones 
that support it are completely brainwashed by Russian 
propaganda, so I don’t necessarily fault them for that.”

Even though the Russian government has banned 
Twitter in the country, Kelly says many Russians still ac-
cess it using VPNs, and they thank him for providing 
uncensored news about the war. Kelly made some news 
himself in March when he returned the Russian medal 
he received “For Merit in Space Exploration” in protest 
over the Russian invasion of Ukraine. “Please give it to a 
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Scott Kelly
The record-setting U.S. astronaut offers life lessons for young readers in 
Ready for Launch
BY GLENN GAMBOA
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Russian mother whose son died in this unjust war,” Kel-
ly tweeted in Russian to former Russian Prime Minister 
Dmitry Medvedev, who currently serves as deputy chair-
man of Russia’s security council. “I will mail the medal to 
the Russian Embassy in Washington. Good luck.”

Kelly believes in the power of words because he knows 
how they changed his own life. From his home in Hous-
ton, Kelly talked with us about how he wants to share 
that power. The interview has been edited for length and 
clarity.

Why did you want to write Ready for Launch?
I was not the typical astronaut as far as how good a stu-
dent I was or how motivated I was. I found inspiration in 
the book The Right Stuff [by Tom Wolfe] when I was 18. 
And I thought a book like this might inspire kids like me 
to go out and do some things that they didn’t think they 
were capable of doing.

What was it about The Right Stuff that you found inspir-
ing?
I felt like I had a lot of things in common with the guys 
in the book. The fighter pilots, test pilots, original as-
tronauts—I felt like I had a lot of the same traits, with 
[the] one exception that I was just such a poor student 
who couldn’t pay attention. I didn’t do well in school. But 
when I read it, I thought, Well, if I could just fix that one 
thing, maybe I can go on and fly airplanes in the Navy and be a 
pilot or, maybe, be an astronaut someday.

Were there particular people in the book that you iden-
tified with?
The Original Seven, The New Nine—all of the Mercury, 
Gemini, and Apollo astronauts.

How did you even find that book? Were you reading a 
lot at that time?
I was walking into the college bookstore to buy gum or 
something, not a book. I was not a big reader. But I saw 
it at the end of the aisle, right near the checkout line. I 
picked it up, looked at the back, took my gum money and 
bought the book. And the rest is history. I was 18 when I 
read it, and almost 18 years to the day from when I read 
that book I was getting ready to fly in space for the very 
first time. I launched in December 1999 on a Hubble 
[Space Telescope] repair mission. It was surprising even 
to me. Looking back, there were 35 Americans in my class 
and 10 shuttle pilots, but I was the first one to fly in space.

One thing that makes Ready for Launch unusual is that 
you’re pretty open about your mistakes and disappoint-
ments. Why did you want to include those?
When you include the bad, it makes the good more be-
lievable. We’re not all perfect. And one thing I talked 
about in the book is that failure is one of the most pow-
erful life lessons. It’s certainly been a big part of my life. 
You’re gonna have setbacks along the way. None of us are 
perfect. Some of us think we are, but we’re not. I just felt 
like it was part of the story.

It seems like there’s now a renewed fascination with 
space. Do you think that this generation of kids look at 
it with more interest than recent generations?
I’m a believer in human spaceflight, exploration in gener-
al. I think there’s always an interest there. It’s just a mat-
ter of how much exposure it gets to young people. Com-
panies like SpaceX and Elon Musk make it just look more 
fashionable, I guess you could say. I never look at it as or-
dinary. It’s very challenging. It’s the hardest thing we do. I 
think everyone’s motivation is different.

Can you talk about what motivated you and your twin 
brother, U.S. Sen. Mark Kelly, also a retired astronaut, 
to dedicate your lives to serving your country?
Our parents were police officers. My grandfather on my 
mother’s side was a New York City fireboat captain. I had 
another uncle that was a firefighter in New Jersey. Our 
grandfathers served during World War II. My dad was 
in the Army during the Vietnam War, although he never 
went to Vietnam. My uncle was an FBI agent. So public 
service was kind of a family thing. Had I not picked up 
Tom Wolfe’s The Right Stuff I probably would have ended 
up doing something similar to what they did.

Glenn Gamboa is a freelance writer in Brooklyn. Ready for 
Launch was reviewed in the Feb. 15, 2022, issue.
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the plague with her. The trajectory of her life changes when an 
army called the Hakkinen comes to Eumek, trying to find a cure 
and put an end to the conflict. They recruit orphans so they can 
train them as soldiers in the struggle to save lives, and Oumi 
is eager to volunteer. The perspective of the narrative morphs 
credibly as Oumi ages from child to young woman. However, 
the storytelling feels a bit disjointed, as it employs a series of 
complicated time jumps as it takes readers between different 
time periods in Oumi’s life. Those who enjoy visually stimulat-
ing graphic novels with quest storylines will enjoy this title. The 
action-packed illustrations, primarily in grayscale with occa-
sional color accents or panels, evoke video games. All human 
characters read as Black.

A compelling title for fans of manga, science fiction, and 
futuristic worldbuilding. (Manga. 14-18)

ZYLA & KAI
Forest, Kristina
Kokila (480 pp.) 
$19.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-40724-0  

A teen who has sworn off love falls 
for a hopelessly romantic co-worker.

Zyla’s parents were high school sweet-
hearts but divorced when Zyla was a kid 
because of her dad’s frequent infidelity. 
This betrayal—and her mother’s subse-

quent heartbreak and failed relationships—has turned Zyla into 
a cynic. She has sworn off dating and romance, instead focusing 
on getting into fashion design school. Kai’s parents met in col-
lege, and it was love at first sight. After they were killed in a car 
accident, Kai moved in with his maternal aunt and uncle (who 
was his father’s best friend), and the two of them are models for 
being true partners. With these relationships as his guiding light, 
Kai dates a lot—unsuccessfully—in an attempt to find his special 
person. After an incident with an ex, Kai is forbidden from dating 
so he can focus on getting into Morehouse. But when Zyla and 
Kai are assigned to work together at their amusement park jobs, 
sparks fly—and they must decide if they are willing to break the 
rules to see what could be. A mystery at the start of the book is 
a confusing launch point into the story, and the narrative moves 
clunkily between past and present, but the portrayal of Kai’s grief 
therapy is excellent, and patient readers will be rewarded with 
the sweetest happily-ever-after. Most characters are Black. 

A first love story with all the feels. (Romance. 12-18)

THE EDGE OF SUMMER
George, Erica
Poppy/Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-316-49676-6  

Romance and grief mingle over the 
course of a summer.

Coriander Cabot and her best friend, 
Ella Ridgewood, were always passionate 
about saving whales. In the wake of Ella’s 
tragic drowning, Cor is left to finish what 

the two of them started, and the first step is a summer marine 
biology internship on Cape Cod. It isn’t long before Cor meets 
Mannix Reilly, the sexy local lifeguard who leaves her head spin-
ning and her heart thumping. Cor struggles to balance this new 
relationship against honoring the unfinished business of her 
old friendship and working toward her future ambitions. Tides 
turn, Cor gets flustered, and readers will struggle to engage with 
a narrative that has all the right pieces of the machinery but 
never quite aligns them properly to get things moving. Charac-
ters revolve around one another, but the narrative urgency never 
kicks in, and the cast members are not sufficiently developed to 
be compelling. Readers will yearn to empathize with Cor, but she 
doesn’t express herself in ways that will foster that deeper con-
nection. Mannix is handsome, kind, and thoughtful but similarly 
underdeveloped; the pair never fully click, and instead they are 
just pushed together as the plot dictates. The teens are White.

A picturesque setting and intriguing premise that don’t 
quite coalesce. (Fiction. 12-16)

IMAGINING ELSEWHERE
Hosey, Sara
CamCat Books (368 pp.) 
$24.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-7443-0577-7  

It’s 1988 in Elsewhere, New York, and 
Astrid Friedman-Smith knows something 
is off about the town’s obsession with a 
powerful and very beautiful teen girl.

When her mother’s new job lands 
Astrid and her younger sister, Cecile, in 

Elsewhere for Astrid’s senior year, an interaction with Candi 
Clifton at school puts the girl’s bizarre degree of influence on full 
display. Astrid begins to uncover Candi’s deeply disturbing mind-
controlling abilities that have led people to embarrassing or hurt-
ing themselves and even dying. She has a hold on the community 
because of their fear of her power, and when Astrid has a chance 
to get close to Candi, she plots a way to take her down. Astrid’s 
own past is storied, having intensely bullied a classmate of hers 
in Queens. Astrid is a complicated and at times selfish antihero, 
though she is remorseful. Hosey takes her time getting the plot 
going; the book initially spends too much time establishing Can-
di’s power. There are footnotes sprinkled throughout, some to 
explain unfamiliar elements from the time period, but Hosey also 

“A first love story with all the feels.”
zyla & kai
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uses them to speak directly to readers. These notes are inconsis-
tent, and not all references that could benefit from an explana-
tion get one. Most main characters are cued as White; Astrid is 
Jewish, and she experiences antisemitism in her new town, where 
there is also a racial divide. 

Despite uneven pacing, an interesting take on power, bul-
lying, and fear. (content warning, discussion questions, author 
Q&A) (Paranormal. 13-16)

BREAK THIS HOUSE
Iloh, Candice
Dutton (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-525-55623-7  

A Black teen girl begins to closely 
examine the depression and addiction 
that afflicted her mother in an effort to 
avoid the same fate. 

Sixteen-year-old Yaminah Okar 
changes from a traumatized young girl 

into a self-possessed vegan over the years after she moves to 
Brooklyn with her father to make a fresh start. Cutting off ties 
with her mother’s family back home in Obsidian, Michigan, 
she has crafted a new life with solid friendships and a caring 
boyfriend. However, that safe existence is knocked off kilter 
when she learns about the death of her mother from a Face-
book message. A series of panic attacks and memories of her 
traumatic relationship with her mother prompt a return to her 
hometown for a family reunion and memorial. The reason for 
Minah and her father’s original departure is hinted at but never 
fully fleshed out as family members have tried to protect Minah 
from knowing the full truth. Meanwhile, passages interspersed 
between chapters from Minah’s mother’s perspective recount 
her slide into drug use, allowing readers to see the insidious 
nature of addiction. Several other characters also use drugs as 
a means of self-medicating. The challenges of gentrification are 
also woven into the story and combined with a spotty narrative 
in which hidden family members later appear in a disjointed 
manner. Readers are left piecing together a complicated tapes-
try of ideas that could have been integrated more smoothly.

A fragmented examination of the composite elements 
making up people, community, and memories. (Fiction. 14-18)

MEET ME IN MUMBAI
Khan, Sabina
PUSH/Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-338-74928-1  

Eighteen-year-old Mumbai native Aye-
sha Hameed is determined to make the 
best of her senior year, which she’s spend-
ing in Bloomington, Illinois, with her rela-
tives Salma Aunty and Hafeez Uncle.

Although she dreams of academic success, Ayesha doesn’t 
count on falling in love with Suresh, a boy she has sex with 
during their secret Thanksgiving weekend alone at his house. 
Convinced that coming home to India pregnant and unmarried 
is not an option, Ayesha decides to give her baby up for adop-
tion. The White lesbian couple that Ayesha chooses to raise her 
child allow Ayesha to move in with them and go to school in 
Houston for her final semester of high school—under the guise 
of attending a university prep program—so that she can hide 
her condition from her family. Years later, Ayesha’s now-teenage 
daughter—whom her adoptive mothers named Mira—discov-
ers a box full of letters Ayesha wrote her while she was preg-
nant. They make Mira curious about both her Indian identity 
and birth mother. But can she explore her past without alien-
ating the family who raised her? Told in two perspectives, this 
story is filled with action, leaving little room for the characters 
to fully process the emotional weight of the crises they experi-
ence. Consequently, both the characters and their relationships 
feel rushed and underdeveloped. Nevertheless, the narratorial 
voices are original, sincere, and frank. 

An honest story about adoption and family. (Fiction. 14-18)

CITY OF HOOKS AND SCARS
Laure, Estelle
Disney-Hyperion (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-368-04939-9 
Series: City of Villains, 2 

Mary struggles with the aftermath of 
the Battle at Miracle Lake.

Mary Elizabeth had a found family in 
boyfriend James, best friend Ursula, and 
tentative acquaintance Mally. After they 

were kidnapped and injected with experimental magic, return-
ing as villains in the Battle at Miracle Lake, Mary’s old life dis-
appeared. Now, she struggles to continue her quest for justice 
and equity in the Scar without her support system, her Mon-
arch police department internship, or even high school after 
being sent home for associating with people who are perceived 
as unruly and villainous elements. As life in the Scar becomes 
more restricted in the name of unity, with the banning of words 
like magic and legacy, the imposition of a curfew, and the cre-
ation of a surveillance and enforcement task force, Mary seeks 
a cure for the Wrong Magic as well as for the insidious, repri-
manding voice inside her head. The discussion of social inequi-
ties under a police state is simple but impactful, as is the use of 
political clout to bring people together against the villains. The 
underlying themes of trauma, societal corruption, friendship, 
and family bonds are overshadowed by the slow-moving mys-
tery, but many readers will still find them relatable. Contrasting 
Mary’s sense of self against her negative internal voice is intrigu-
ing at first but drags on for too long. Mary is assumed White in 
a somewhat diverse cast. 

Drags a bit despite the grand reveals but still offers hope 
for an epic sequel. (Fantasy. 12-16)
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PRACTICE GIRL
Laure, Estelle
Viking (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-593-35091-1  

A young woman learns that some of 
the guys on the wrestling team she man-
ages refer to her by the misogynistic term 
practice girl after she has sex with them. 

Seventeen-year-old Jo’s dad, a high 
school wrestling coach, meant every-

thing to her. His death from a heart attack several years before 
crushed her and made her bail on the sport, but her eventual 
return as the team manager has buoyed Jo. It’s helped her navi-
gate a life with her mom, stepfather, and 4-year-old half sister 
in which she feels largely ignored and has provided a social 
group beyond her best friend, Sam, who is a star on the team. 
Jo’s introspective, funny first-person narrative voice is alive with 
poignancy and an increasing earnestness as she moves from 
enraged embarrassment to determination and starts wrestling 
again. Along the way, she revisits her abandoned friendship 
with classmate Leah, a rift that left her saying she doesn’t get 
along well with other girls. She also must face up to the com-
plicated bond she has with Sam and decide whether she wants 
something more than friendship—possibly with Sam’s rival, 
Dax, instead. Jo’s dynamics with other people are interesting, 
and the narrative pulls no punches in its emotional honesty 
even if the story does wrap up a touch overly neatly. Jo and most 
other main characters are White; there is racial diversity among 
secondary characters.

A relationship-focused story told with intelligence and wit. 
(Fiction. 14-18)

YOUNGBLOOD
Laurens, Sasha
Razorbill/Penguin (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  July 19, 2022
978-0-593-35320-2  

Secrets abound at a boarding school 
for young vampires.

Kat Finn, like the rest of her vam-
pire generation, is a Youngblood, some-
one born a vampire rather than turned. 
Twenty years ago, vampires nearly went 

extinct when a virus swept through the human population, 
infecting their blood; now, vampires drink a blood substitute 
to sustain them. Kat has wonderful human friends from her 
public school, but when she gets accepted into Harcote, an elite 
school for vampires, she’s excited to be among her kind. Tay-
lor Sanger is shocked when she finds out that Kat, her former 
best friend, is her new roommate, since a betrayal severed ties 
between them years ago. Taylor is not filled with enthusiasm for 
Harcote like Kat: As an out lesbian, she’s stifled by the school’s 
conservative values. Despite an initially rocky reunion, Kat 

starts questioning her own sexual identity as her feelings for 
Taylor grow. As the girls uncover secrets and lies about vampires 
they know, the possibility of romance simmers—but first they 
have to shake Vampirdom to its core. The mystery elements in 
this fun spin on boarding school stories and vampire lore are 
exciting, but the messy relationship drama creates the most 
intrigue. Privileges based on lineage, class, race, and sexuality 
are explored through Taylor’s and Kat’s queer, White, authenti-
cally teen lenses. The worldbuilding is smartly woven through 
the story, and although the middle is a bit slow, the dynamic 
ending satisfyingly wraps up all threads.

Frothy, angst-y fun. (Paranormal. 14-18)

K-POP REVOLUTION
Lee, Stephan
Point/Scholastic (368 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-338-75113-0  

After her shocking exposé of injus-
tices in the K-pop industry, will Candace 
Park get a chance to change things from 
the inside?

Korean American Candace went 
from K-pop trainee to #KPopWarrior 

overnight after speaking out about serious, deep-rooted issues 
in the industry. In this follow-up to K-Pop Confidential (2020), 
she debuts as a K-pop idol in S.A.Y. Entertainment’s first ever 
all-girl group, THE GIRLS. Candace’s dream is now her real-
ity, albeit with a rocky start. The company seems to be making 
sweeping changes, from hiring their first female CEO to remov-
ing dieting restrictions. Next, Candace enrolls in Brandt For-
eign School for her junior year of high school, where she makes 
friends with YoonJoo, who is Black Korean, and Summer, who is 
Korean American. Trying to balance school, being an idol, and 
her relationship with boyfriend YoungBae takes a major toll on 
Candace. The seemingly perfect overhaul of S.A.Y. starts to 
show cracks as the new CEO repeats some unhealthy past prac-
tices that place pressure on music stars. Lee keeps readers on 
their toes throughout the book by creatively weaving in themes 
of teenage stresses, mental health, balancing multiple cultures, 
and staying true to oneself while presenting a curated image to 
the outside world. Some secondary characters are queer. Read-
ers will benefit from having read the previous volume in order 
to better understand certain character arcs.

An engrossing sequel that highlights the nuances of being 
a performer and living across cultures. (Fiction. 14-18)
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SOMETIME IN SUMMER
Leno, Katrina
Little, Brown (416 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-316-19451-8  

A (literally) magical New England 
summer is the catalyst for reshaping a 
conflicted Los Angeles teen’s worldview.

Last year, Anna Bell got her first 
period, was dumped by her best friend, 
and experienced her parents’ divorce. 

On her 14th birthday, her mother, Miriam, announces she’s 
selling the unusual bookstore she can no longer afford to run. 
Like Miriam’s mystical ability to recommend the one book that 
will change customers’ lives, the bookstore changes its size and 
offerings. Despite not being a bookworm, Anna loves the store; 
it’s her second home. Meanwhile, her dad’s focused on his new 
tattoo business. Suddenly, Miriam and a dazed Anna head to 
the family cottage in Rockport, Massachusetts, that Miriam’s 
inherited. Anna explores the seaside and marvels at the comet 
and meteors reappearing in the night sky after 28 years. Notic-
ing Anna’s moonstone ring, a stranger tells her moonstones sig-
nify a fresh start. That night, she’s befriended by two teens and 
makes discoveries she hopes can reboot her parents’ marriage. 
Inconsistency in the fantasy is a weakness, with Miriam’s abili-
ties and the bookstore’s shape-shifting not being integrated 
into the whole. Readers will spot familiar time-travel tropes 
long before Anna does. Nonetheless, Anna herself—struggling 
to accept losses, her life upended by things beyond her con-
trol—remains compelling. If knowing her parents love her and 
care for each other doesn’t heal her grief, finding agency is an 
empowering first step. Characters are presumed White.

An intriguing coming-of-age story about adapting to 
unsought, inescapable change. (Fiction. 12-15)

ECHOES OF GRACE 
McCall, Guadalupe García
Tu Books (400 pp.) 
$21.95  |  May 22, 2022
978-1-64379-425-9  

Tragedy and paranormal gifting seem 
to stalk the Torres family in this gripping 
paranormal family drama.

In the aftermath of their mother’s 
murder, sisters Graciela, 18, and Mer-
cedes, 19, have diverged from their once-

shared dreams to pursue college and escape their hometown of 
Eagle Pass, Texas. Mercy has sought the protection and power 
she finds in relationships with men, while Grace has retreated 
into a smaller world at home, writing and drawing in her journals 
and getting lost in her mind, where she grapples with her fam-
ily inheritance—the uninvited dreamlike echoes that invade her 
waking consciousness. After the tragic loss of Mercy’s young 
son, Alexander, the visions intensify, and memories of an earlier 

tumultuous time spent in Mexico come rushing back. Dark 
foreboding and deep love mingle, but the mystery of how they 
are connected to Grace drives the page-turning plot. Rich with 
symbolism, allusions, and haunted psyches, there is a gothic 
edge to McCall’s magical realism. Evoking a strong sense of 
place, the borderlands of the Rio Grande Valley are a character 
in their own right, and anyone familiar with Mexican folklore 
will see the echoes of La Llorona’s tale of love and loss. This is 
a breathtaking story of sisterhood, familia, fighting the demons 
of generational trauma and femicide, and moving forward with 
fresh dreams despite the scars.

A nouveau gothic tale with roots as deep as mesquite and 
a heart as wide as the Texas sky. (author’s note, resources) (Fic-
tion. 14-18)

SLIP
McCoola, Marika
Illus. by Aatmaja Pandya
Algonquin (208 pp.) 
$24.95  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-64375-249-5  

Enrolling at the Art Farm should 
have been fun, but Jade’s best friend, 
Phoebe, has just attempted suicide; the 
residency is more intense and competi-
tive than she had imagined; and she’s 

feeling lost among the creative, inspired residents.
Yet the summer is full of promise, beauty, and friendship—

especially the possibility of romance with the absolutely lovely 
and whimsical Mary—even as it comes with a side of guilt for 
Jade as she thinks about Phoebe. When pushed to consider her 
creative process, Jade turns clay and inner turmoil into ceramic 
monsters, which in turn change form, springing to life from the 
kiln. The color palette shifts from monochrome to sepia as Jade 
finds herself missing Phoebe and starts rationalizing her new-
found feelings through imaginary conversations with her friend. 
Splashes of fabulism are seamlessly incorporated through illus-
trations and text to celebrate art—its purpose and technique 
and powers to heal, disrupt, and inspire—all without being sen-
timental. Slip is liquefied clay that’s used to attach and protect 
pottery, and it serves as a metaphor running through the work 
about transformation, fragility, and bonding. Yet, there is space 
for more depth of character development, especially of the 
other artists at the Art Farm and in the relationship between 
Phoebe and Jade. Jade has brown skin and wavy dark hair; Mary 
has light skin and dark hair.

A fierce, transformative graphic novel about art and rela-
tionships. (Graphic fiction. 12-18)

“A breathtaking story of sisterhood, familia, 
and moving forward with fresh dreams.”

echoes of grace
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ISLANDS APART
Becoming Dominican 
American
Mendez, Jasminne
Piñata Books/Arte Público (80 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-55885-944-9  

A poignant memoir from an Afro-
Latina perspective.

Dominican American Mendez tells 
her story in this compelling memoir 

composed of vignettes including a poetic take on her own birth, 
her first experiences with English, witnessing anti-Blackness 
within her family, and having an imaginary White friend. The 
book takes readers to places such as Germany and Tennessee as 
the Army transferred her father between bases and through the 
many complexities of being Afro-Latina. At times poignant and 
at others heartbreaking, this volume is sure to empower those 
who share the pressures of forced assimilation. Although the 
pacing varies between slow and abrupt, the narrative choices 
feel intentional—every word in the 10 personal essays seems 
deliberately chosen, varying in tone and gravity but always striv-
ing for the same underlying tone of intimacy. Two sections in 
particular stand out: Mendez’s experience with a teacher in 
Louisiana who assumed she was deaf because she didn’t respond 
to English (the teacher couldn’t imagine that a Black child did 
not know English) and the struggle people of color face when 
debating how to approach bigotry expressed by elders you are 
taught never to speak back to. The book ends by paying hom-
age to Maya Angelou, a source of inspiration to Mendez, and 
encourages others to become phenomenal women.

A strong collection of intimate essays. (Memoir. 13-18)

BEATING HEART BABY 
Min, Lio
Flatiron Books (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  July 26, 2022
978-1-250-81909-3  

Music is at the heart of this love let-
ter to Los Angeles, anime, and art.

Santi, who describes himself as 
“mixed” and has a Filipino mother, mis-
takenly leaked a song by Memo, his 
online best friend, who ghosted him 

after it went viral. After the breakup makes him spiral out of 
control, he moves to LA from Florida for a fresh start with Aya, 
his mother’s queer best friend from childhood and the guardian 
who has cared for him since his mother died when he was 7. He 
arrives at his new high school for marching-band camp, where 
he is welcomed by everyone but Suwa. Suspicious yet enamored 
by the new kid, Suwa, who is Korean and Japanese, is a singer/
songwriter whose family disapproves of his transitioning and 
his quest for stardom. The two boys soon move from friends 
to something more. Min writes with finesse and care, grappling 

with the complexities of navigating the music industry and 
growing up queer. Santi and Suwa are full-fledged characters 
whose posturing, developed as defenses against homophobia, 
racism, and transphobia, is grounded by their chosen family. 
Like a vinyl record, the story is divided into an A-side, nar-
rated by Santi, and a B-side, narrated by Suwa, offering singu-
lar points of view through their tempestuous relationship and 
fledgling artistic careers.

A lyrical, rhythmic, and promising debut, this queer 
romance is a hit. (Romance. 13-18)

THE COMPLICATED CALCULUS 
(AND COWS) OF 
CARL PAULSEN
Peter, Gary Eldon
Fitzroy Books (164 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  July 5, 2022
978-1-64603-253-2  

In the midst of constant worries 
over losing his family’s dairy farm, Carl 
Paulsen, a gay 16-year-old, contemplates 
the complications of crushes and com-

ing out. 
As far as Carl knows, he’s the only gay person in his iso-

lated, rural Minnesota town. Although he aches to escape and 
begin his life in the 21st century, he also can’t bear the thought 
of leaving behind his family’s dairy farm, the last connection 
to his mother, who passed away from cancer two years ago. 
When new student Andy Olnan introduces himself at sopho-
more registration, Carl can imagine for the first time having 
a boyfriend and opening up to his dad about his sexuality. A 
presumed all-White cast of characters populates this moody, 
introspective coming-out story. Readers may feel frustrated 
as, for most of the book, Carl pines and frets, seeming to will-
fully ignore the red flags in Andy’s behavior in hopes that he 
will realize they are meant to be together. Scanty dialogue 
and low action also make the narrative drag. Although the 
ending brings some hope, overt homophobia is prevalent in 
Carl’s community, and even the people who accept him can 
barely bring themselves to say the word gay. No one dies at 
the end, but the exploration of sexuality offers nothing new 
to the genre.

Dated and trudging. (Fiction. 14-18)

“A lyrical, rhythmic, and promising debut.”
beating heart baby
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RISE OF THE 
VICIOUS PRINCESS
Redwine, C.J.
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-06-290893-3  

A princess weighs her heart against 
her duty.

Charis Willowthorn (17 and implied 
White) was raised to be queen. At her 
mother’s side she has learned the ins 

and outs of Calera’s politics and what it means to govern dur-
ing a seemingly endless war against a ruthless foe. Charis can 
fight, dance, hide her true feelings behind a smile, and play 
power games, but she retains the capacity for kindness and 
compassion. When a near-successful assassination attempt 
leaves Charis with lingering trauma, the resulting executions 
of several of her staff leave her isolated. Enter bodyguard Tal, 
also cued as White, assigned by Charis’ kindly father, and the 
start of a friendship that gradually becomes a slow-burn, forbid-
den romance, blossoming even as Charis sacrifices her future 
happiness for Calera’s good. The first in a duology, this entry 
in many ways serves as an extended setup for what promises to 
be an action-packed second volume but manages to maintain a 
brisk pace while establishing the players, geography, and con-
cerns of a political fantasy. Calera is multiracial, and women and 
men serve on equal footing, with female characters depicted as 
a guard and an admiral as well as political leaders. With a prom-
ising opening—featuring a protagonist reminiscent of those in 
Kristin Cashore’s Graceling and Marie Rutkoski’s The Winner’s 
Curse—plus a zinger of an ending, this should have no trouble 
finding an audience.

An engaging introduction to a female-forward fantasy 
world. (map) (Fantasy. 12-adult)

THE SEA KNOWS 
MY NAME 
Robson, Laura Brooke
Dial Books (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 14, 2022
978-0-525-55406-6  

Amid the ruins of Astoria, a coastal 
country shaped by both mythology and 
natural disasters, a pirate’s daughter 
blazes her own path.

Thea’s mother, Clementine, was a 
scientist until her research indicating the threat of an impend-
ing volcanic eruption in their island region was dismissed by 
male peers—with devastating consequences. Rather than risk 
becoming a “reproductive commodity” for the survivors who 
fled to ancient Astorian ruins along the coast of a nearby conti-
nent, Clementine built herself and Thea a new home and legacy 
at sea. Three years later, 17-year-old Thea struggles to be more 
like her namesake, the goddess of cleverness and rationality, and 

to embody the brutal, pragmatic strength Clementine consid-
ers necessary for survival. After an opportunity to leave Clem-
entine’s fleet swiftly turns nightmarish, Thea seeks peace and 
solitude near the settlement where childhood friend Wes now 
lives. Amid the slowly building tension and visceral immediacy 
of trauma and its aftermath, moments of adventure and discov-
ery shine, reflecting the transformative potency of being seen 
and believed. Lyrical and wry by turns, Thea’s first-person nar-
ration deftly draws sophisticated connections between master-
fully plotted past and present timelines and interstitial excerpts 
of myths as she finds her own ways to survive and slowly rejects 
patriarchal definitions of strength, control, and credibility. 
Most major characters are presumed White and straight; Wes is 
described as having darker skin and is cued as bi.

A perceptive, kaleidoscopic, heartbreaking, and ultimately 
hopeful meditation on what it means to survive. (Fantasy. 12-18)

A SECRET PRINCESS
Stohl, Margaret & Melissa de la Cruz
Putnam (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $11.00 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-984812-04-9
978-0-593-53159-4 paper  

Mary Lennox, Sara Crewe, and Ced-
ric Errol all in the same book?

Having riffed on Little Women in Jo 
& Laurie (2020), the co-authors now 
create a mashup with characters from 

several Frances Hodgson Burnett classics. When 16-year-old 
Sara arrives in England in 1865 to attend the Select Seminary 
for Young Ladies and Gentlemen, her brown skin has everyone 
talking. Sara has Irish, German, Spanish, and Filipino ancestry, 
and the racist treatment begins immediately. Sara, hurt by the 
constant remarks, nevertheless holds her head high even after 
she becomes a servant following her parents’ deaths and the 
disappearance of her wealth. Luckily, she is supported by her 
friends, two other school outcasts: Mary, 15, is an imaginative 
girl who wants to be a writer, and Cedric, 16, is an artistic boy 
with a condition that affects his legs. The trio escapes from 
the school after Mary is told she must go stay with an uncle in 
Knoxville, Tennessee, after her father dies. Following a failed 
attempt to run away to Paris, Cedric reveals that he is Lord 
Fauntleroy, and his lawyers help them reach his Yorkshire estate, 
where events play out along the lines of The Secret Garden. The 
writing and the characters (most of whom present White) are 
engaging, and there are some romantic interludes; as with the 
original stories, the dramatic plot at times encourages readers 
to suspend disbelief.

Readers nostalgic for Burnett’s Victorian world will enjoy 
this adaptation. (note by de la Cruz) (Historical fiction. 12-16)
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WE ALL FALL DOWN
Szabo, Rose
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-374-31432-3 
Series: River City Duology, 1 

Four queer people navigate a city 
that must learn to live without magic.

It’s been 20 years since River City’s 
King Nathan the Giant lost to the rebel-
lion, and the magic that once fueled the 

city has now dried up. Now, science rules its streets, as the uni-
versity and teaching hospital attract newcomers who study the 
city’s mysterious theta radiation. But there are vestiges of the 
old magic still. College lecturer David Blank stumbles upon a 
book of magic; Jesse Archer comes to the city looking for an old 
childhood friend; a nameless, tentacled girl with crimson skin 
witnesses the disposal of a body and helps Jack Marley, a cur-
mudgeonly woman, investigate. David is Black; Jack and Jesse 
are White. The novel weaves in a storyline with an injustice 
related to race that has strong echoes in our world—the lack 
of consequences or reflection by the perpetrator, while realistic, 
may be frustrating to some. This first entry in a duology asks a 
lot of readers when it comes to immersion in the worldbuilding 
and lore—not much is spelled out at first, and it takes some time 
to be able to follow River City’s inner workings. Once readers 
do settle into the text, however, its embrace of the strange and 
the outcast is quite soothing.

Some readers will find comfort in this quirky novel. (Fan-
tasy. 14-18)

LOVE, DANCE & EGG ROLLS
Tanamor, Jason
Ooligan Press (288 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-947845-34-3  

Jamie Santiago is devastated that, 
due to a lack of funding, this year’s Folk 
Festival will be the last one ever held. 

At 16, Filipino American Jamie has 
been dancing in the local Folk Festival, 
which is sponsored by various Asian eth-

nic associations, since he was 6, and it is the one source of hap-
piness for him. Sadly, shame over his heritage causes him to hide 
his love of Filipino dance from Walter and Dennis, his football-
obsessed White best friends. In fact, he struggles to find com-
mon ground with Walter, particularly around the subjects of 
race and Jamie’s goth girl crush, Bethany. Jamie is the only non-
White student at his school in Milwaukie, a small Oregon city 
near Portland, even though there must be a substantial enough 
community to create the local Filipino American association 
that his parents have been involved with for years. Unfortu-
nately, this book lacks a clear plot; it reads more like a vehicle to 
describe Filipino culture, dishes, and mannerisms, all of which 

are presented in a way that explicitly explains them for a non-
Filipino readership rather than having them emerge organically 
from the story and characterization. Tagalog words and expres-
sions such as tsinelas and ay nako are woven throughout the text, 
making the choice to use the term egg rolls for lumpia, one of the 
most beloved and well-known Filipino foods, baffling. Though 
the book takes place sometime after the 2016 presidential elec-
tion, the pop-culture references and slang feel dated. 

Falls flat despite good intentions. (Fiction. 13-18)

THIS VICIOUS GRACE
Thiede, Emily
Wednesday Books (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-250-79405-5 
Series: Last Finestra, 1 

A goddess-blessed young woman 
must find the perfect partner in order to 
protect her island from being devoured 
by demons.

In the beginning, Dea created 
humans, and Crollo wanted to cleanse the earth of them. The 
deities came to an agreement: Crollo will send scarabeo—insect-
like demons—to attack the humans in a calamity known as the 
Divorando, but Dea will send protection in the form of a pair 
of divine saviors—a Fonte blessed with defensive magic and a 
Finestra whose responsibility it is to amplify that magic. Alessa, 
Saverio’s newest Finestra, craves to belong and to be touched. 
But her touch has already killed three Fontes, and her people 
are losing faith in her. When a rebellious preacher incites oth-
ers to turn against Alessa and attempts are made to assassinate 
her, she hires Dante, a murderer, to be her bodyguard while 
she races to find another Fonte and save Saverio from the next 
Divorando. But she doesn’t expect that Dante may be exactly 
the one she needs in order to control her power—or that his 
dark secrets could lead to their demise. Though the elemental 
magic system is fairly standard, Thiede’s dramatic and fantas-
tical debut is artfully colored with Italian-inspired lore. Deter-
mined yet unselfish, Alessa often questions her life and whether 
Saverio would be safer without her. With deeply cynical Dante, 
she explores self-love, passion, and belonging. The cast varies 
in skin tone.

Readers will eagerly await the sequel. (content warning) 
(Fantasy. 13-18)
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KINGS OF B’MORE
Thomas, R. Eric
Kokila (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-593-32618-3  

Two queer Black 16-year-old boys 
have a transformative adventure on their 
last day together. 

In a Baltimore cemetery one Wednes-
day afternoon, Linus drops a bomb on 
Harrison: His father is moving them 

from Baltimore to South Carolina. On Sunday. He’s known for a 
few weeks but couldn’t bring himself to tell his best friend until 
then. Logical, steady Linus turns down the idea of a going-away 
party, but dramatic Harrison, who is anxious about the future, 
comes up with the perfect way to say goodbye and cement their 
friendship. Inspired by Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, his father’s fam-
ily-movie-night pick, he comes up with Ferris Day. With limited 
time to plan, Harrison recruits Aparna, his detailed-oriented 
stage manager friend from school, to bring his idea to fruition 
and help them evade being tracked by their strict parents via 
GPS apps on their phones. The day before Linus’ departure, 
their epic adventure gets off to a rough start, with weird fric-
tion between the two and plans that fall apart. Salvaging the rest 
of their day, though, they attend their first Pride, do things that 
scare them, and ultimately find their truths. Using third-person 
omniscient narration, the author deftly explores the weight and 
the joys of being Black boys, being queer, and being young. Har-
rison, Linus, and their colorful cast of friends bring heart and 
humor that will leave readers rooting for the success of their 
harebrained scheme.

Thoughtful, poignant, fun. (Fiction. 14-18)

THIS PLACE IS 
STILL BEAUTIFUL 
Tian, XiXi
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-06-308602-9  

When their home is targeted in a rac-
ist attack, two sisters must deal with the 
aftermath and consequences.

Nineteen-year-old Margaret and 
17-year-old Annalie Flanagan both grew 

up in the same Illinois town, raised by their Chinese mother after 
their Irish American father left when they were young. Despite 
these shared experiences, it often seems like they couldn’t be 
more different. While Annalie wants to blend in and keep her 
head down, Margaret keeps finding new causes to champion 
and new wrongs to right. People constantly comment on how 
they don’t look alike, as Margaret appears more Asian. When 
Margaret leaves for college in New York City, Annalie finally 
has the chance to live outside her sister’s shadow, until a racist 
incident brings Margaret back to town. As the sisters grapple 

with what it means to be mixed race and Asian American in a 
largely White Midwestern town, when to speak up, and whose 
expectations they should meet, they also struggle to navigate 
their relationship with each other and the ways in which they 
are different—and similar. About much more than just racism 
toward Chinese Americans, this novel deftly tackles the pre-
carious moments surrounding the end of high school and the 
beginning of college, when romantic and familial relationships 
are complicated, changing, and all-consuming.

Quiet yet powerful, complex, and grounded in the reality 
that nothing will ever be completely resolved. (Fiction. 14-adult)

THE PEACH REBELLION
Van Draanen, Wendelin
Knopf (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-593-37856-4  

Ginny Rose Gilley’s family struggled 
to survive as migrant farm workers after 
losing their Oklahoma farm to the Dust 
Bowl. 

On her birthday, Ginny Rose had 
to do something no newly 6-year-old 

should ever have to do: help her father bury her two younger 
brothers who died of dysentery. Now it’s 1947, and her father is 
working at a railway station, 16-year-old Ginny Rose has a job 
at a cannery, and the family is finally putting down roots in a 
town in California’s Central Valley they know well from their 
migrant farming days. However, their improving circumstances 
do little to ease her mother’s all-consuming grief that makes life 
difficult for Ginny Rose and her three younger sisters. Work-
ing gives Ginny Rose new freedom, and a rekindled childhood 
friendship with peach farmer’s daughter Peggy Simmons allows 
her to be a carefree teenager for the first time. Peggy’s wealthy 
best friend threatens to get in the way of the friendship, but 
an out-of-the-ordinary adventure unexpectedly brings the girls 
together. Themes of class and wealth are handled with a light 
but impactful touch, and the presumed White main characters 
resist the gender and economic inequalities they face with cour-
age and grit. Unfortunately, racial themes are less well devel-
oped: Mexican fieldworkers’ lives are presented without nuance, 
and Japanese American farming families, a significant popula-
tion in this region until their recent wartime incarceration, are 
not mentioned at all.

Highlights bonds between unforgettable female charac-
ters. (Historical fiction. 13-18)

“Deftly tackles precarious moments when relationships 
are complicated and all-consuming.”

this place is  still beautiful
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KATZENJAMMER
Zappia, Francesca
Greenwillow Books (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-0-06-316165-8  

Cat is trapped in School: How she 
got there, how long she has been there, 
and what is happening, and why are lost 
to her, in the same way that she has lost 
her eyes, with only empty sockets left 
behind. 

Memories slowly begin to bubble to the surface, such as 
the first day of first grade when she met her first friend and her 
first bully. Soon the flashbacks reach middle school, where art 
classes and a new friend provided sanctuary and escape. Mean-
while, School is a nightmare world where the violence of words 
is made manifest in torn flesh and where students othered in 
the real world find no respite. Their bodies have changed in 
monstrous ways that reflect the differences that made them 
targets for those with popularity and prestige. It is evident early 
on that Cat is somehow involved in the construction of this 
violent, otherworldly imagining of School, but the details are 
unclear. As the worlds of memory and fantasy grow nearer, the 
violence rapidly escalates, and soon, mass maiming and deaths 
litter every page, challenging even readers with a strong con-
stitution for violence. While interspersed chapters of flashback 
memories provide some respite, there is ultimately no relief 
from the psychological and physical violence that permeates 
both the real world and nightmare conceptions of School. The 
book follows a White default. (Final art not seen.)

A nihilistic hellscape of gore and high school politics. (Fic-
tion. 15-adult)



indie
THE VILLAGE FEASTS
Stories of Food and Laughter
Abrahmson, Izzy
Light Publications (104 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 21, 2022
978-1-940060-45-3

Suspect dishes, strange visitors, and 
riotous antics enliven a shtetl’s Pass-
over celebrations in this collection of 
Jewish stories.

In this third installment of his Vil-
lage Life series, Abrahmson (the pen name of humorist and 
klezmer harmonica player Mark Binder) continues chronicling 
the goings-on in a mythical version of Chelm, Poland. The 
town is famous in Jewish folklore as a setting for shaggy dog 
tales that convey off-kilter wisdom. Many of these whimsical, 
Passover-themed yarns focus on food. Town baker Reb Stein 
invents matzah—think saltine crackers without the salt—and 
then sets out to build the biggest slab of it the world has ever 
seen; a shortage of kosher fare forces the villagers to resort to a 
cabbage-based holiday menu; and Rabbi Kibbitz wanders into 
a bakery by accident and is driven to distraction by the pastries 
and other delicacies forbidden during Passover. Other tales 
reflect on the holiday’s meaning. A seder gathering answers a 
knock on the door to discover a mysterious guest who may be 
the Prophet Elijah or Mark Twain; Chelm’s women insist on 
leading the seder rituals one year and provoke the men into 
taking over the cooking; an immigrant family from Chelm 
finds New York an alienating place until an act of Passover self-
lessness heartens the clan; and cobbler Reb Gold, his business 
ruined by a new shoe factory, refuses offers of free Passover 
matzah from the villagers but is inspired to start a new career 
publicizing the town’s spirit. Abrahmson’s stories steep readers 
in quirky characters and the niceties of Passover rituals while 
working classic themes of Jewish humor, including the subver-
sion of the ideal by the pragmatic, the gap between vainglory 
and reality—“One of the czars, Fyodor, The Not So Great, had 
commissioned, from the bakers in Moscow, an unleavened 
bread the size of a tabletop”—and the discontents of close-knit 
communities and families whose members sustain one another 
in annoying ways. The author writes in a gently sardonic style 
that coils around sly twists. (Invited to a family’s seder one year, 
Mrs. Chaipul is shocked to discover that its matzah balls are, 
unlike her own, “soft, chewy, and, above all, edible.”) The result 
is an entertaining comic celebration of Jewish life and tradition.

A winsome album of Passover riffs, wryly funny with dol-
lops of heartwarming schmaltz.

THE FERRYMAN’S TOLL by Daniel James.......................................165

CORVIX by Valentin Per Lind ...........................................................167

UNBROKEN by J.S. Rosen ................................................................. 171

MY DAD, MY ROCK by Victor D.O. Santos; illus. by Anna Forlati . 171

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

CORVIX
Poems of Love, Sex and Death
Lind, Valentin Per
Timothy John Jacobs (354 pp.)
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Dec. 3, 2021
978-1-80227-216-1
978-1-80227-214-7 paper
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ALWAYS
Alexander, Kindle
Self (311 pp.) 
$14.54 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  March 8, 2014
978-1-941450-00-0

Gay soul mates weather bigoted rela-
tives and the political spotlight in Alex-
ander’s historical romance.

In 1975, while dining at Minneapo-
lis eatery La Bella Luna, Avery Adams, 
scion of a Minnesota political dynasty, 
is tongue-tied when he sees the restau-

rant’s owner, Kane Dalton, and his chiseled jaw, blue eyes, and 
angular cheekbones. However, Kane is still conflicted about the 
fact that he’s gay because of his conservative Christian beliefs 
and his rejection by his family, who beat him and kicked him out 
when he came out at 18. However, Avery’s burning gazes, atten-
tive heart-to-hearts, and superlative lovemaking break down 
Kane’s reticence. So steadfast is Avery’s devotion that when 
advisers to his planned U.S. Senate campaign tell him he can’t 
run and also have an openly gay relationship, he gives up poli-
tics to be with Kane. Avery unofficially marries Kane, and they 
eventually have twins, via the newfangled procedure of in vitro 
fertilization with a woman who donates her eggs and carries the 
children to term. In 1990, Minnesota finally sends the openly 
gay Avery to Washington as a U.S. Senator, which moves Kane’s 
dad, a rabidly anti-gay Baptist minister in Alabama, to go on 
TV and label his son and his family as abominations. Enraged, 
Avery resolves to take the hateful preacher down. Alexander’s 
yarn is full of lengthy, graphic scenes of ecstatic gay sex set in 
an array of locations, including a nightclub restroom stall and 
the vice presidential residence, but it’s also a portrait of an ideal 
committed relationship in other ways—replete with supportive 
dialogue, nesting, and parental doting. Indeed, Avery and Kane 
have a largely very traditional, strictly monogamous marriage. 
Avery is portrayed as a strong, protective figure and Kane as an 
anxious husband, concerned about his spouse’s diet and getting 
sympathetic morning sickness with the woman carrying their 
twins. Alexander’s prose is well crafted and appropriately melo-
dramatic in its emotionality: “Dammit, Kane! You know I love 
you more than anything.” The result is a lightweight but ener-
getic love story whose heroes are a bit stiff but still endearing.

A blithe but entertaining portrait of an ideal marriage, 
energized by passionate sex scenes.

A BETTER HEART
Augello, Chuck
Black Rose Writing  (213 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Nov. 24, 2021
978-1-68433-826-9

A frustrated filmmaker tries to help 
his actor father save a monkey in this 
comic novel.

New Jersey, 1999. Would-be auteur 
Kevin Stacey is directing what he hopes 
will be his breakout independent fea-

ture, but things are going poorly. His crew is cranky; his actors 
are difficult; his budget is gone; and he’s starting to think he 
should have gone to law school. Things only get worse when 
his semiestranged father, Edward Stacey (stage name: Brian 
Edwards), shows up in a raincoat with a thick roll of cash, a 
handgun, and a capuchin monkey named Henry. Edward is a 
perennial extra with over 600 Hollywood films on his resume. 

“Name a film and my father was probably in it,” Kevin explains, 
“though only for a second, his face and body somewhere in the 
background, in the crowd, in the forgotten patches of the 
screen where the audience never looks.” It turns out Henry 
was recently freed from a research lab and the FBI is anxious 
to find him—and whomever liberated him. His heart softened 
by tales of animal cruelty, Kevin agrees to help his father find 
a safe home for Henry, though the task will encompass a cross-
country road trip and suck in the director’s best friend and 
occasional lover, Veronica Merrin; his lawyer brother, Mike; 
and a movie-loving priest named Father Blank. Augello’s prose 
is sharp and funny, and he has a knack for imbuing ridicu-
lous situations involving Kevin with psychological veracity: 

“My father sings in the shower, that strange song ‘MacArthur 
Park’ with its oddball lyrics about cake left in the rain. It’s a 
long song—he’s been in the shower for nearly ten minutes—
yet Henry is enthralled. He sits outside the cracked bathroom 
door listening to my father croon.” The novel leaps around in 
time and point of view, which will help keep readers on their 
toes despite the fairly predictable plot. The story is a love let-
ter to the movies—a very ’90s one at that—as well as a ’90s 
commentary on the treatment of lab animals. But at its best, 
the book is a sweet rumination on the relationships between 
difficult fathers and their sons.

A funny and thoroughly satisfying farce involving cinema 
and an escaped monkey.
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THE WHITE COLOSSUS
Poems
Baker, Enne
Independently Published (61 pp.) 
$3.59 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  June 9, 2021
979-8-5619-7749-7

Baker’s debut poetry collection 
explores a wide range of themes, includ-
ing death, sexuality, environmental decline, 
and religious oppression. 

Using strong, stark imagery and 
sometimes clever and effective methods, 

Baker highlights his ability to reveal turbulent emotions in his 
poems. For example, the opening work, “Wipe-Out,” uses an 
offbeat strikethrough technique, in which each line is crossed 
out, or redacted, but still legible (“Crossed-out / Words, letting 
out fumes”). In the titular poem, Baker strings together a range 
of words, an “agglomeration” that reads as a prayerlike chant, or 

“orison,” evoking the beauty of the planet and the “forlornness 
[of] submission.” Interestingly, Baker ends this work not with 
a period or an ellipsis but a comma, leaving the reader to con-
template the empty space that follows the final word. In “Polite 
Society,” the speaker describes the darkness and duplicity that 
lie beneath the frills of an upper-class party where “blushes are 
/ Buried with Contemplations.” Throughout the collection, 
there are references to bodily violation; for example, in “Cystos-
copy,” Baker likens a medical procedure to a rape: “I am invaded. 
/ My body freezes / Non-consensually. / My bloated flesh stick / 
Filled / With water.” In “Gaia’s Tears,” similar images are nota-
bly employed in the context of the collapsing environment: “  the 
forestation, / Oil drillings, / Black-smoke chimney, / Plastic—— 
/ Bubble wrapped / Inside extorting air / And abuse.” At times, 
though, Baker’s similes can feel intangibly oblique, making it 
difficult to connect with what’s being said, as in “Doubt,” with 
its “Heavy plum-like / Bodies,” that grow on a “fulfilled starfruit 
/ Tree” land “by my feet / Like lynched bodies taken / Down.” 

An often inventive set of poems despite some overly 
abstract moments.

TOMBOY
A Jane Benjamin Novel
Blanton-Stroud, Shelley
She Writes Press (312 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.49 e-book  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-64742-407-7

In this historical fiction sequel, a 
San Francisco journalist shows her 
resourcefulness and audacity after a ten-
nis coach’s death.

Edward Zimmer, the publisher of cub 
reporter Jane Benjamin’s newspaper, and his companion, Sandy 
Abbott, are traveling to London to watch the 1939 Wimbledon 
games. San Francisco’s favorite daughter, Tommie O’Rourke, 
will be defending the city’s honor. Defend it she does, but at 

her moment of triumph, her coach, Edith Carlson, suddenly 
collapses and dies right there in the stands. Through luck and 
pluck, Jane has joined the traveling entourage and even wins 
the provisional confidence of Tommie and her brother, Frank. 
Meanwhile, Jane is wangling for a promotion to gossip colum-
nist. While the group is sailing home on the Queen Mary, suspi-
cions arise that Edith actually was murdered, and Jane is on the 
case. Enter the sad figure of Helen Carlson, the coach’s niece, a 
very troubled—if not mentally ill—woman who chooses suicide 
and is buried at sea with her aunt. Jane tries to solve all of these 
mysteries, reconciles (somewhat) with her mother, and gets 
ready for the next stage of her tumultuous life. Blanton-Stroud 
is a wonderful writer, and Jane is a compelling creation. Check 
out some of the lines in the enjoyable novel. After surprising 
a celebrity, “the photographers ran off like hyenas with bloody 
chunks of meat in their mouths.” Jane, desperate to hear crucial 
information, lent her “ears what remained of ” her strength. The 
London weather is as “cold and drizzly as the eye of a sneeze.” 
There are many vivid flashbacks to Jane’s hardscrabble growing 
up in a 1930s Hooverville in California. Readers will understand 
that Jane’s childhood made her what she is now and is going to 
be in the future (see Nietzsche: “Whatever doesn’t kill me…”). 
And her troubled troubadour father had nonetheless a nobility 
to him (see Woody Guthrie).  

An intriguing and engaging mystery—readers will hope 
for more adventures starring the redoubtable hero.

ANDROMEDA GRAPHIKA
Brace, Robert
Self (344 pp.) 
$44.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-73731-923-8

A reporter on the trail of a missing 
woman finds herself embroiled in por-
nography and weird rituals in this laby-
rinthine mystery.

Andromeda Chamberlain, a free-
lance journalist with preternatural self-

possession and a cheek scar that doesn’t spoil her looks, gets a 
strange assignment from an anonymous editor to write about 
Margot Vaughn. Margot hasn’t been heard from for a decade, 
since she ran away from home at the age of 15. Despite odd pro-
visos—Andromeda has to wear a titanium collar at all times—
the enormous fee seals the deal. Andromeda jets to Miami to 
see Margot’s father but turns up no leads. Then a homeless 
man gives her a DVD of an artsy porn movie starring Margot 
that’s full of symbolic references to ancient Greek rites. That 
clue sends Andromeda to Los Angeles, where she loses a tail 
by borrowing a porn distributor’s car in exchange for a prom-
ise to do a soft-core video. Soon, she’s off to Paris, where she 
discovers that scandalous avant-garde filmmaker Orlando Gid-
ding directed Margot’s movie. Later, Andromeda attends a 
costume ball in Venice, where she gets chloroformed, tied up, 
undressed, and injected with psychedelics in front of an audi-
ence. Unfazed, she travels to a medieval Scottish abbey where 

“The author’s canny prose finds sharp, inchoate 
conflict in the most innocuous situations.”

andromeda graphika
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Orlando is completing his film version of Faust. But before he’ll 
answer questions about Margot, Andromeda must find five keys 
he has hidden in the abbey by investigating cryptic clues. The 
sexual tone and mythological resonances of Brace’s yarn feel 
like a mashup of the John Fowles novel The Magus and Stanley 
Kubrick’s film Eyes Wide Shut, replete with swanky furnishings, 
ruminations on art, and casual nudity. Andromeda is an uneven 
hero, quick-witted but passive, suggestible, and led by artificial 
plot twists. Although given to jarring intellectual digressions 
(“The free-market is…a chaos of irrationality operating within 
a tightly bounded space: a Feyerabendian tumult within a Fou-
caultian constellation of power relations”), Brace is a talented 
writer. The author’s canny prose finds sharp, inchoate conflict 
(“She can feel slight pressure from the pad of his thumb under 
her jaw pushing upward, whether to ease access to her lips to be 
kissed or to her neck to be strangled she does not know”) in the 
most innocuous situations.

A somewhat contrived but atmospheric and psychologi-
cally rich tale of erotic and philosophical enigmas.

THE CIVILITY MOSAIC
How Most Anyone Can 
Use the Principles of 
Freemasonry To Repair 
Our World
Charvonia, Russ & Michael Ashley
Macoy Publishing & Masonic Supply Co. 
(210 pp.) 
$39.99  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-0-88053-128-3

In this guide, a Freemason duo turns to the fraternity’s core 
tenets to teach readers about civility.

“When incivility becomes the norm,” Charvonia and Ashley 
write, “a poison is released into society that cannot be easily neu-
tralized.” Indeed, despite the 21st century’s technological prog-
ress, the past decade has been plagued with a cultural milieu that 
turns ideological or political differences into bitter, entrenched 
camps. To the authors, Freemasonry, which has long advocated 

“open-mindedness and experimentation,” offers a cure for this 
societal ill. Not only are Freemasons composed of people of all 
religions, races, ethnicities, and ideologies, but the fraternal 
order preaches “dignity and respect, which are the cornerstones 
of civility,” as well. Divided into three sections, the book begins 
with an overview of the deterioration of civility, perhaps over-
stating an argument that the decline of Freemason member-
ship contributed to a rise in discourtesy. The volume’s stronger 
midsection points readers to how the order’s “symbolic tools” 
can be utilized even by non-Masons to build a more amicable 
world. Similarly, the work’s final and longest section provides 
readers a guide to the practical application of Masonic civility, 
emphasizing, for instance, the value of debate, deliberation, 
and dialogue. Masons, the book notes in rhetoric that blends 
self-help advice with Masonic concepts, “are taught to be Mas-
ters of themselves,” constructing their lives to be “temples” that 
bring light and positive development to humanity. Designed for 

methodical reading that encourages readers to “revisit, reflect, 
and rethink” each chapter, the volume encourages small group 
discussions and self-reflection, with each chapter concluding 
with an “End of Chapter Exercise” and blank, lined pages for 
journaling responses. Charvonia, the former Grand Master of 
Masons of California, and Ashley, an ex–Disney screenwriter, 
are an ideal pair. They blend Charvonia’s expertise on Freema-
son ideals and history with Ashley’s approachable writing style. 
The work also doubles as an intriguing glimpse into a famously 
secretive society, highlighting for lay readers the organization’s 
key values and mission while dispelling conspiratorial stereo-
types and succeeding in the group’s goal to bring “Masonic 
teachings to the larger world.” 

An effective commentary on the relevancy of an ancient 
fraternal order.

NO NAMES TO BE GIVEN
Daily, Julia Brewer
Admission Press (334 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $16.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 3, 2021
978-0-9984261-8-1
978-0-9984261-7-4 paper

Daily’s novel explores the complexi-
ties of adoption through the lives of 
three women forced by the mores of 
1960s society to give up babies conceived 

outside of marriage.
On Aug. 22, 1966, three young women each give birth in a 

New Orleans home for unwed mothers. Growing up in rural 
Illinois, Sandy’s childhood was shattered by her father’s death 
and her mother’s marriage to an abusive man. She ran away at 
17 to a nearby city, where she pursued a successful career as 
an exotic dancer. She had romantic dreams of sharing a home 
with suave businessman Carlos, but he ended up in prison, leav-
ing her pregnant and alone. Becca comes from an aristocratic, 
White Southern family. She went to college to study law, deter-
mined to make a mark beyond the expectations of Southern 
womanhood, and met Zeke, a Black student, also studying law, 
who shares her ideals regarding equality and social change. They 
conceived a child, but Becca’s racist parents forced her to give 
up the baby for adoption. Faith, from Tennessee, loved to sing 
in front of the crowds who came to hear her minister father 
preach. Her singing career expanded as his ministry did, and 
she was filled with hope for her future; then one of her dad’s 
major fundraisers raped her when she was 16, resulting in a preg-
nancy. The main theme of Daily’s subtly profound narrative is 
summed up by a line written by Faith in her journal toward the 
end of the work: “Adoption is a two-sided coin — heartbreak and 
loss for the birth mother, joy and elation for the adoptive mother.” The 
story effectively explores the web of social issues that underlies 
the institution of adoption, including racism, poverty, sexual 
violence, and hypocrisy. These themes are intertwined in a 
captivating and highly readable tale with elements of romance, 
mystery, and deep sorrow. It’s a portrait of women trapped by 
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circumstance and society, drawn with sympathy and respect, 
and their stories also serve as cautionary tales about the cor-
rosive effects of secrets.

A riveting and deeply felt fictional examination of adop-
tion’s causes and costs. 

THE POWER OF BREATH
The Gift of Self-Actualization 
Through Meditation
Duggal, Monica Garcia
Orange Media Services (276 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $0.80 e-book  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-954020-17-7

A guidebook to meditation as a 
means of improving one’s health and 
achieving one’s potential.

Entrepreneur Duggal defines medi-
tation as an essential component of self-care—on the same 
level as brushing one’s teeth, getting enough sleep, and eating 
well. She notes that anyone can meditate, anytime, anywhere, 
without needing anything other than the willingness to do it. 
The practice, she promises, will help readers “get to the root 
of what [they] need” and give them “the grace to deal” with 
whatever challenges come their way. She first takes readers 
along on her own journey toward meditation, which began 
with her discovery of yoga in college as a way of dealing with 
persistent migraines and the pressure of perfectionism. She 
discusses how stress negatively affects the brain, and she lik-
ens regular meditation to “allowing our brain to go to the gym 
and spa.” A discussion of the parasympathetic and sympathetic 
nervous systems follows, and a chapter on hormones focuses on 
the effects of cortisol and testosterone. Duggal introduces the 
concept of “rest and digest” as a means to counteract the fight-
or-flight response. By meditating, she says, one also achieves 
clarity, which helps one pursue happiness and create a fuller life. 
Throughout, Duggal asks thought-provoking questions, offers 
basic instruction on introspective practice, and incorporates 
wisdom from other self-help authors like James Clear, Abraham 
Hicks, and Julia Ross. Duggal’s voice is approachable and relat-
able, and she delineates the many upsides to breathwork while 
refraining from imposing a rigid plan for developing medita-
tion practice. She’s also adept at analyzing her own personal 
struggles so that readers may learn from them. However, the 
length of the book is at odds with the simplicity of the subject; 
Duggal’s urging to “ignore those complicated books” on medita-
tion carries less weight in a tome of more than 270 pages, and 
long passages about growing up in a single-parent family of 16 
kids steer the narrative away from the self-help genre and into 
memoir territory.

An often useful, if overlong, book on the practice and ben-
efits of meditation and breathwork. 

FUNDAMENTALS OF 
THE PROCESS OF 
SPIRITUAL PERFECTION
A Practical Guide
Elahi, Bahram
Monkfish Book Publishing (264 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-948626-61-3

The son of an Iranian philosopher 
distills his father’s teachings into a prac-
tical guidebook.

Ostad Elahi (1895-1974) was a true 20th-century Renais-
sance man: a distinguished judge who promoted women’s rights 
in Iran from the 1930s through the ’50s, an acclaimed musician 
whose tanbur recordings were celebrated at a 2014 Metropolitan 
Museum of Art exhibit, and a metaphysical philosopher. In this 
book, his son, Bahram Elahi, offers readers a “condensed hand-
book” for the practical application of the elder Elahi’s teach-
ings of spiritual perfection. Like his father, the author—who’s 
a medical doctor and surgeon by training—embraces a “new 
medicine of the soul” that eschews “in vitro” spirituality that 
prioritizes theoretical conjecture in favor of an “in vivo” spiritu-
alism that emphasizes “concrete, personal practice carried out 
in real-life situations.” Drawing on personal observations and 
anecdotes from his father’s life as well as his own previous publi-
cations and oral teachings, the author provides an approachable 
version of Ostad Elahi’s esoteric philosophy of self-realization. 
While at times frustratingly repetitious, the book does provide 
ample text-box vignettes, contextual footnotes, and bulleted 
talking points to ease readers into the spiritual practices that 
the author asserts will ultimately lead to spiritual “perfection” 
and “total bliss.” Perhaps most helpful are a series of drawings 
and diagrams at the beginning of the book that introduce the 
complex jargon of the philosopher’s ideas relating to the human 
psyche and the nature of the human soul. Originally written in 
Persian and French, this uncredited English translation gen-
erally succeeds in its quest to condense the philosophy into 
accessible prose. In doing so, it offers thoughtful answers to the 
persistent questions of humanity, such as “For what purpose are 
we here?” and “Where do we go after this world?” In a world in 
which too many spiritual leaders fail to practice the lofty ide-
als they preach, this book’s focus on intentional actions is more 
than welcome.

A refreshing prioritization of ethical living.
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“Duggal is adept at analyzing her own personal 
struggles so that readers may learn from them.”

the power of breath
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GO PLAY OUTSIDE!
Tips, Tricks, and Tales From 
the Trails
Fresco, Nancy
University of Alaska Press (210 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  $17.95 e-book  |  Jan. 15, 2021
978-1-60223-439-0

A wide-ranging guide explores out-
door adventures with children.

Fresco, a mother of twin girls, opens 
with the question, “Can parents still be 

adventurous?” Her answer is an unequivocal and enthusiastic 
“Yes!” The author’s stories of hitting the trails with children—
whether hiking with 2-week-old twins in 40-degree weather; 
multiday biking, skiing, and rafting excursions; or 13-year-olds 
completing a lengthy day trek—will convince readers that 
plenty of time outdoors is the best gift they can give their kids. 
Clear and pragmatic advice explains how to bring children along 
safely, be prepared, and have fun. Each of the seven chapters 
covers a different age—ending with middle schoolers—weav-
ing tips and lessons learned throughout the trip descriptions. 
Appealing contributions from Fresco’s daughters highlight the 
kids’ perspectives, while sidebars offer details such as location, 
distance, weather, and terrain for 22 excursions. More than 60 
photographs illustrate the family’s expeditions, and key infor-
mation is set off in “Tip” boxes. Most of the book takes place in 
and around the author’s hometown of Fairbanks, Alaska, where 
temperatures are below-zero Fahrenheit throughout the winter 
months. Vacations hiking the Grand Canyon and biking around 
Iceland provide variety and show the joys of being off the 
tourist-beaten path. (All of the lessons are equally applicable 
to places with less extreme climates.) The writing is outstand-
ing, with a humorous, down-to-earth vibe. Fresco’s insights 
about child development and honesty about her own foibles are 
highly relatable. She doesn’t sugarcoat inconveniences, unpleas-
antness, parental worries, and the ubiquitous dirt. At the same 
time, the tales powerfully convey nature’s beauty, family togeth-
erness, delightful moments, and all the ways getting outdoors 
and meeting challenges help build kids’ determination, confi-
dence, independence, and resilience. The book examines every-
thing the average family might need to know: going on potty 
breaks in the woods; dealing with bugs and wildlife; planning a 
trip; selecting gear (new, secondhand, and DIY); packing light; 
layering clothing; keeping kids warm, dry, fed, and amused; and 
bringing friends along. Whether readers are planning an ambi-
tious escapade or a simple, local day hike with children, they 
will find engaging storytelling, ample food for thought, and a 
wealth of useful information.

An entertaining, practical, and illuminating manual for 
enjoying the outdoors with kids.

COOGIE THE DUMPSTER CAT
Gordon, Lynda
Illus. by Gus Duenas
Indigo River Publishing (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $7.99 e-book  |  March 29, 2022
978-1-954676-13-8

An abandoned feline finds a forever 
home in this debut picture book from a 

philanthropist.
When a kitten wakes up in a dumpster, he’s unhappy and 

afraid. Then a man discovers the poor feline and lifts him out of 
the garbage. The animal is so delighted he does a wiggle dance. 
Soon, the man and kitten are off to see Aunt Lynny. “She’s not 
really my aunt,” the man explains, “but everyone calls her that 
because she’s so nice and finds good homes for lots of animals.” 
Lynny is immediately taken with the feline, whom she names 
Coogie, and sets about finding a home for him. But as the two 
get to know each other, they both realize that Coogie’s best 
home is right there with Lynny. In this series opener, Gordon 
smoothly navigates several moving pieces of the story—Coo-
gie’s discovery; his trip to Lynny’s; a visit to a veterinarian; and 
the realization that he wants to stay in his foster home—keep-
ing the flow of the plot accessible through the use of simple 
vocabulary and sentence structure. Duenas’ painted illustra-
tions show Coogie’s two White friends; Lynny has a remarkable 
resemblance to the author. The images of the exuberant kitten 
with his huge blue eyes are sure to draw feline fans. Softhearted 
kids will worry that someone left Coogie in the dumpster and 
may appreciate that profits from the book go toward helping 
animals. 

This sweet tale about a rescue kitten with a big personality 
will delight lap readers.

BRIDGES
Griffin, Linda
Wild Rose Press (126 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  April 25, 2022
978-1-5092-4181-1

A chauffeur and an heiress forge an 
unexpected connection in this May-
December romance.

Life is uncomplicated for Neil Vin-
cent, a chauffeur for the St. James family 
at its estate, Westfield Court. At the age 
of 38, the confirmed bachelor and war 

veteran is content with his room above the garage at Westfield 
Court, where he keeps his collection of books and pursues a 
relationship with a maid named Jane. Neil’s orderly life changes 
in March 1963 with the arrival of 18-year-old Mary Claire St. 
James DeWinter, a student at Radcliffe returning for a final visit 
with her dying grandfather Austin St. James. Mary Claire’s life 
is touched by tragedy. When she was 11 years old, the girl and 
her brother, Michael, were involved in a car accident that left 
her blind and her face scarred. A friendship develops between 
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Neil and Mary Claire, who share a love of reading and discus-
sions about philosophy and religion. After Austin dies, the read-
ing of his will reveals a major surprise. Mary Claire will inherit 
Westfield Court, but she must marry within one year of Austin’s 
death. If she fails to meet this stipulation, then the state of Mas-
sachusetts will receive the estate. Despite the economic secu-
rity promised by the inheritance, Mary Claire is uncertain she 
wants to marry. Neil offers to wed the reluctant heiress and have 
a platonic marriage of convenience. She agrees, but when the 
friendship turns to romance, Neil wonders if their marriage will 
survive its unconventional beginnings. Griffin’s novel is a tender 
and nuanced story of love blossoming in the most unexpected of 
places. Neil and Mary Claire are appealing protagonists whose 
rapport is bolstered by their robust discussions of literature and 
religion. Despite the 20-year age difference between the two 
leads, the author establishes their relationship as an equal part-
nership. The strong supporting cast of characters includes Jane, 
whose casual attitude toward her relationship with Neil masks 
hidden jealousy. That said, the book is a slender 116 pages, and 
the pacing is so quick that the ending feels rushed.

An engaging and sweet-natured love story featuring an 
unlikely couple.

THE TRADES OF MARCH 2020
A Shield Against Uncertainty
Gurevich, Alex
Houndstooth Press (354 pp.) 
$29.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 13, 2022
978-1-5445-2513-6

In this financial book, an investment 
manager details his strategic response to 
the Covid-19 pandemic and explains his 
overarching investment philosophy.

When the news of the pandemic 
initially broke, Gurevich first reacted with an “optimistic/com-
placent” posture—he didn’t formulate a “strong view” on the 
matter. But he quickly confronted the “reality of the imminent 
global shutdown and the blow to global travel and commerce” 
and prepared himself and his company, HonTe Investments, 
for a shift “from business as usual to apocalyptic dread.” At the 
core of the author’s strategy—he is one of the founders and 
the chief investment officer of the firm—was the avoidance 
of a hypothesis about variables outside the realm of his exper-
tise. He resisted conjectures about epidemiology or scientific 
policy. Still, he permitted himself two assumptions: that the 
pandemic would eventually end and that the inevitable prob-
lems of liquidity would be contained by a government response. 
Gurevich painstakingly catalogs his management of the compa-
ny’s portfolio—he often includes screenshots of Slack conversa-
tions and old tweets to provide a minutely detailed commentary. 
This granular chronicle furnishes an extraordinary peek into 
the author’s work, though it can be monotonous as well, as he 
acknowledges: “I realize I am risking some eyes glazing over 
here.” In addition, he astutely depicts the psyche of a successful 
investment manager—“the core of my trading soul”—and the 

“psychological fortitude” necessary to brave the deep volatil-
ity of the market, a mental comportment few can or will want 
to duplicate: “So, yes, there is a large part of me that wants to 
minimize death and suffering in the world, but there is another 
part of me that views the entire world as an abstract reality, as a 
global economic causality flux, which I strive to transform into 
portfolio dominance.” Gurevich aims for a “broad audience,” 
but his account is really best suited to fairly sophisticated inves-
tors. But for that readership, this is a valuable resource, filled 
with insights and actionable counsel.

A lucidly intelligent account of an investment strategy dur-
ing turbulent times.

THE HAWK ENIGMA
Hancock, J.L.
Class Five Press (472 pp.) 
June 4, 2022
978-1-7371501-1-4

A war veteran’s precognitive dreams 
place him in a fight for the latest AI tech-
nology in this techno-thriller.

A man nicknamed Voodoo fought in 
the Iraq War as an “enabler,” or target 
finder. His shooting skills earned him 
the respect of hardened soldiers like Stu 

Slater and Eric Francisco, men he still counts as friends today. 
Life is tough for Voodoo, however, with nightmares of war and 
his wife lost to cancer. He copes by throwing himself into work 
with the San Diego, California–based Directorate, a military 
research lab. When his fellow vets ask to meet up, Voodoo is 
stunned to learn that they want him to join a rescue mission in 
Tokyo, Japan. In a recent dream, a voice said for him to “rise and 
face the eastern threat.” It turns out that scientists Dr. “Taka” 
Hawkins and Dr. Kenzo Ichikawa, who were working on some-
thing called the “God Algorithm,” are missing. Dr. Naomi Shi-
moda, the third scientist involved in the research, now fears for 
her life. When Voodoo and company reach Tokyo, they come 
up against the yakuza and a shadowy financier. Hancock’s debut 
is a smart, emotionally deft adventure that moves at an assured 
pace. The narrative toggles among flashbacks to Voodoo’s youth 
as a river rafting guide, his time in Iraq, and the present. The 
Iraq sequences are fantastic, showing both the humanity and 
horror found in wartime. The rafting scenes portray a group of 
friends whose identities, once revealed, add emotional weight 
to the finale. Deeply affecting is Voodoo’s rationale for his life: 

“This desire to fill a void pushed him to achieve incredible things. 
It also prevented him from finding satisfaction.” The occa-
sional moments of violence are spectacularly cinematic (“Voo-
doo stabbed his index finger into the man’s eye. It slid into the 
socket and Voodoo felt a pop”). The final page leaves Hancock’s 
hero refreshed for the next installment.

A meticulous, inventive, and sharply written debut.
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“The Iraq sequences are fantastic, showing both the 
humanity and horror found in wartime.”

the hawk enigma
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LABORATORY DOGS RESCUED
From Test Subjects to 
Beloved Companions
Hansen, Ellie
McFarland (247 pp.) 
$29.95 paper  |  $17.99 e-book  |  Nov. 19, 2021
978-1-4766-8501-4

A nonfiction work offers a com-
prehensive overview of the use and 
mistreatment of canines in laboratory 
experiments and the ongoing efforts to 

rescue these abused animals.
According to a recent survey, more than 50% of American 

households include dogs. So, it would seem unlikely that canine 
research is still going full steam ahead in this country. Yet one of 
Hansen’s first startling facts asserts: “There are 55,000 dogs in 
research laboratories today in the United States.” And the most 
frequently selected breed is the easygoing beagle, with these 
dogs “chosen for their docile nature and small size.” Usually, 
these hapless canines are furnished by large kennels that breed 
them specifically for lab use. The dogs spend their entire lives in 
cages. If the experiments do not ultimately result in their deaths, 
they are euthanized at the end of their usefulness. This cruelty 
persists despite the fact that canines often exhibit biological 
responses to experimental drugs that differ substantially from 
human reactions to the same treatments. Animal lovers will 
find the book’s first section especially painful to read, filled as it 
is with the history and variety of lab procedures performed on 
the animals. Hansen has assembled data from public sources—
scientific studies and undercover reports—as well as from per-
sonally conducted interviews. Examples of abuse are graphic. 
But fortunately, now there are an increasing number of rescue 
operations underway, especially for lab beagles, Hansen’s par-
ticular area of interest. Here the narrative changes from despair 
to hope. In 2010, Shannon Keith founded the Beagle Freedom 
Project, an advocacy group headquartered in Los Angeles that 
rescues, rehabilitates, and finds homes for lab animals. And 
in Wyoming, there is the 1,000-acre Kindness Ranch Animal 
Sanctuary, where rescued dogs gradually are exposed to grass, 
fresh air, and loving human contact. Potential adopters interact 
with the beagles in a nonthreatening, natural setting. The vol-
ume’s second half is the most uplifting, consisting of dozens of 
interviews detailing the tender, joyful tales of “second chances” 
given to beagles in the U.S., Italy, and Britain.

A heartbreaking, activist-oriented, and highly informative 
account about laboratory dogs.

EVERYDAY SOUL DANCES
A Guide to Soulful Living in 
the Midst of Uncertain Times
Hoem, Elaine
BalboaPress (284 pp.) 
$35.95  |  $18.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Dec. 27, 2019
978-1-9822-3358-7
978-1-9822-3359-4 paper

Feeling anxious, inert, and adrift? 
Time to reconnect with the Divine Femi-
nine, argues this self-helper.

Hoem, a psychotherapist and life coach, addresses readers 
who feel beset by the world’s horrors and brutality, prospects 
of environmental catastrophe and nuclear war, and a denatured 
personal life divided among frenetic busyness, listless star-
ing at screens, and addictions. Drawing on Hindu yogic phi-
losophy and theosophical lore, she invokes a cosmic life force 
known variously as the Divine Mother, Mother Mary, Sophia, 
Quan Yin, Grandmother Spider Woman, Goddess Kundalini 
Shakti, and the Healer of the World. The author elaborates a 
therapeutic framework of “everyday soul dances,” meaning 
the practice of investing ordinary life tasks with a heightened 
awareness, sacredness, and benevolent purpose. Hoem grounds 
this approach in a discussion of Hindu concepts like karma, 
dharma, and chakras as well as her own principles of “Consecra-
tion, Constancy, Courage, and Contemplation.” She also lays 
out a number of concrete activities for readers to do, including 
dream interpreting, praying, chanting of mantras, meditating—
she includes links to recorded meditation sessions on her web-
site everydaysouldances.com—and ruminating and journaling 
on knotty questions like “What is your highest purpose?” The 
author writes with insight and empathy about the psychological 
discontents of daily life and provides down-to-earth, practical 
tips for dispelling them with everything from breathing exer-
cises—“Next, exhale completely allowing the breath to release 
from the top to the middle to the bottom”—to the slow reform 
of habits. (She recommends picking a simple self-improvement 
goal and practicing it for 90 days.) Sometimes, though, Hoem’s 
advice takes on an esoteric and supernatural cast. (“Ask your 
guides, the Divine Mother, angels, and other ascended masters 
who support you to guide you.”) Her writing often has a mysti-
cal feel and cadence, especially when she is channeling the voice 
of the Divine Mother, whether in prose—“I Am both that which 
is and that which is not”—or verse. (“Take time to find Me. / Open. / I 
am here. / Always. / Forever. / I Am. / You are. / We are One.”) Some-
times these raptures can feel overdone or vaporous, but readers 
seeking uplift, inspiration, and motivation will find them here 
in spades.

A warmly reassuring and useful, if sometimes overly effu-
sive, New Age guide to mindful fulfillment.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   1 6 5

CHEMICAL VALLEY
Huebert, David
Biblioasis (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-77196-447-0

A collection of short fiction taps 
into eco-compromised lives in south-
ern Ontario.

As one character observes in Hue-
bert’s volume, Canada is a country built 
on oil. The tension between resource 

extraction and environmental collapse—both out in the world 
and inside the home—is ever present in this linked cycle of 11 
stories. An oil refinery worker—who ponders the increasing 
number of dead birds as well as his mother’s recent demise—
starts thinking about how he’d like to be buried. A high school 
girl enters into an inappropriate relationship with her English 
teacher, though it’s as much about the older woman’s knowl-
edge of plants as it is about anything sexual. The mother of a 
baby feels her life unravel as she tries desperately to rid her 
home of a mouse infestation. “The thing about rodents,” the 
exterminator tells the horrified woman, whose husband works 
at one of the many local plants, “is that they’re a lot like oil…
Just like how there’s pipelines all around you but you never see 
them….Same thing with the rodents.” Oil is a recurring image, 
but it’s not just a metaphor: The black blood of these tales is 
squeezed from the remains of plants, animals, and human 
beings alike. Huebert has a razor-sharp wit and an exacting eye 
for human foibles, as here where he describes one character’s 
eco-conscious—yet decidedly not self-aware—love interest: 

“Daddy Issues doesn’t use social media, refuses to milk data 
from his flesh. He wears plaid and vegan Blundstones, grooms 
his beard with fine-toothed sandalwood. He has two long dim-
ples above his pouting buttocks, likes to joke that his rear end is 
luscious with negative capability.” The stories are often on the 
longer side, and they pack a novelistic level of detail. The author 
manages to offer intimate portraits of human lives without ever 
letting readers forget the climate bubbling just outside their 
windows. Huebert’s assortment of activists, hockey players, 
preppers, and nurses find themselves on the front lines of crises 
in which every choice has a moral dimension—and readers will 
be right there with them.

A masterful assemblage of environmentally minded tales.

THE FERRYMAN’S TOLL 
An Hourglass Novel
James, Daniel
Independently Published (327 pp.) 
$16.49  |  $12.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Jan. 31, 2022
979-8-4107-3486-8
979-8-4107-3118-8 paper

This sequel focuses on a hapless civil-
ian caught up in a paranormal agency.

James’ first Hourglass novel intro-
duced readers to ordinary guy and aspiring comic book artist 
Clyde Williams and his friend Kevin Carpenter. The two hang 
out regularly despite Kev being dead. The fact that the pals 
commune so easily brings them to the attention of the clan-
destine paranormal agency known as Hourglass. They’re both 
brought onboard as operatives, working alongside agents both 
lethally trained and superpowered. This new installment of 
their adventures features the same fevered pitch of pulp prose 
that made the first book so enjoyable: “A few cautious steps 
later and Clyde understood why the hub guards were so utterly 
oblivious to the two intruders marching down on them. They 
were not bored. They were dead. Grey skinned and white-eyed, 
blood still dripping from the puddles in their seats.” Robert E. 
Howard fans will recognize the tone instantly. Like James’ series 
opener, the sequel centers on the secret war Hourglass is waging 
against the evil Cairnwood Society, Citadel Security Solutions, 
and CSS’s dapper, diabolical middle manager, Edward Talbot. 
Added to the mix is the requisite fantasy “Master,” an evil, non-
human entity named Charon, and its machinations further 
complicate an already very pleasingly complex plot. The baleful 
Eye of Charon lurks in the background of the tale’s expanded 
action, watching over plot threads and characters (the most 
memorable of whom eerily earns her name “Doll Face”) that 
range far afield from Clyde and Kev.

The sheer zest of the storytelling here is infectious. James 
has mastered the knack of meshing the fast-paced lingo of 
paramilitary thrillers with the colorful worldbuilding of urban 
fantasy. It’s the same combination found in books like Larry 
Correia’s popular Monster Hunter series and the novels of 
Simon Green, and it works to extremely readable effect in these 
pages as Clyde, Kev, and their Hourglass allies continue to face 
off against Cairnwood and its minions. This is the kind of SF/
fantasy where internet encryptions and Glock 19s show up right 
alongside hexes and undead monsters (sometimes merging, as in 

“low-grade demonic radiation” and the like). Virtually all of the 
players in some way live on the borderline between those two 
realities. “Being a practical man, one of sound reasoning, sci-
ence, and logic,” one such character thinks while standing in the 
middle of a literally haunted dungeon, he “never used to believe 
in fluffy matters such as souls and dark forces, but now, every 
time he shivered down in this dank hellhole he couldn’t help but 
wonder if it was the cause of ghosts brushing his shoulder.” This 
and similar passages highlight the volume’s only recurrent flaw: 
the author’s tendency to get tangled up in his own verbiage. But 
this defect is minor compared to the story’s many strengths: the 
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“James has mastered the knack of meshing the 
fast-paced lingo of paramilitary thrillers with the 

colorful worldbuilding of urban fantasy.”
the ferryman ’s  toll
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sharply drawn characters, the frequency with which the jokes 
land, and, most of all, the roller-coaster pacing, which keeps the 
whole supernatural business hurtling to a gripping conclusion. 
Fans of urban fantasy should jump on this series at its beginning.

A fast-paced, richly imagined, gritty tale of modern-day 
good versus evil.

A SPOONFUL OF GRATITUDE
Tips To Reduce Stress and 
Enjoy Life to the Fullest
Khorrami, Najma
Mascot Books (320 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-63755-000-7

A public health professional collects 
her articles about easing stress and enjoy-
ing life more by practicing gratitude and 
other strategies.

Khorrami offers advice on personal growth in a book that 
gathers 68 of her brief articles from sites like the Huffington 
Post and Psychology Today. She writes that regularly practicing 
gratitude promotes optimism, strengthens relationships, and 
increases motivation as it helps to protect against depression 
and curb anxiety. As evidence, she cites research showing that 
being grateful increases dopamine and serotonin levels, creat-
ing a sense of contentment. To make the science accessible, she 
simplifies key findings, breaking her articles into bite-sized 
sections and highlighting major points in headers. She also 
describes simple ways to practice gratitude. Her suggestions 
include appreciating enjoyable aspects of a day, saying thank 
you more often, complimenting a stranger, and sharing uplift-
ing social media posts. Some tips focus on the Covid-19 pan-
demic, and others go beyond simply expressing gratitude: They 
involve letting go of insecurities, achieving goals, bolstering 
confidence, and building emotional strength. Other sugges-
tions home in on strategies that can help with work, relation-
ships, or healing after a difficult time. Khorrami also celebrates 
the global mental health movement spearheaded by celebrities 
like Michelle Obama, Prince Harry, and the Duke and Duchess 
of Cambridge. She ends with a section called “All Good Things,” 
which promotes kindness, humility, and giving back. Some 
readers may see parts of the book as oversimplified or even Pol-
lyannaish, including its idea that they can find “silver linings” in 
the Covid-19 pandemic, such as opportunities for more sleep, 
personal growth, or building resilience. Or they may find the 
by-your-bootstraps approach to problem-solving naïve given 
the entrenched prejudices or legal barriers that hold back some 
groups. Overall, however, this book is well designed and easy to 
use. The articles have a conversational tone and don’t need to be 
read in chronological order. That user-friendly approach means 
that even readers who disagree with parts of this book may be 
able to jump in at any point and find a useful tip or two.

A collection of accessible, but sometimes oversimplified, 
self-help articles. 

FINDING THE SOURCE
One Man’s Quest for Healing 
in West Africa
Kobrenski, Dave
Artemisia Books (404 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  April 21, 2022
978-0-9826689-8-6

In this memoir, an American visual 
artist and musician tells of developing 
a debilitating illness in Africa, which 
began a journey of self-understanding.

Kobrenski recalls how, as a full-time art student in the 
United States, he “dreamt of seeing the world in its purest 
form—and shunned the middle-class white existence I was 
born into.” His interest in Ghana was piqued when an esteemed 
professor asked him to illustrate a textbook he was writing 
about Elmina Castle in that country. The author’s ongoing fas-
cination with West Africa led him to take a drumming course 
in Boston, and he later became a djembe drum instructor. In 
2001, he was asked to teach at a cultural center on the Ghanaian 
coast; a month after the 9/11 attacks, when international travel 
was heavily disrupted, the author was struck down by an excru-
ciating illness. The author’s friend, a Ghanaian dancer, called 
it a curse—“the dark side of vodoun.” After his return to the 
United States, Kobrenski was diagnosed with a type of arthritis 
called ankylosing spondylitis, but the reason why he was struck 
with it was unknown. The author returned to Ghana, where he 
consulted shamans and began to learn to listen to his body and 
confront his dependency on pain medication. Kobrenski clev-
erly employs a nonlinear narrative to immediately transport the 
reader to the center of his physical pain from the start: “It radi-
ates from the center of my spine, up my neck and down to my 
hips, flaring outward like the thorns of a brittle acacia branch 
along its route.” He shows keen attention to detail, creating a 
vivid atmosphere of isolation and vulnerability. Over the course 
of the book, he returns to moments of suffering while gradu-
ally revealing his backstory and moving toward catharsis, which 
makes for compelling reading. On occasion, Kobrenski’s mode 
of expression can feel mildly cloying: “Another maiden had set 
her sights on me. Unbeknownst to me, she was casting her net. 
Her name was Africa.” However, this is a minor issue in a work 
that often has a captivating sense of immediacy. 

A colorful and well-structured remembrance of a struggle 
with chronic pain.
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CORVIX 
Poems of Love, Sex 
and Death
Lind, Valentin Per
Timothy John Jacobs (354 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Dec. 3, 2021
978-1-80227-216-1
978-1-80227-214-7 paper

Mythology, mayhem, and the maca-
bre roil this set of haunting poems.

Lind includes some 55 pieces written over 35 years, many 
of them infused with self-consciously archaic language and 
themes. His earlier poems have a highly rhetorical sensibility, 
as in the phallic anthem “Priapus”: “With what shall ye com-
pare my hideous strength, / Mere Man? / With the night-black 
bull that rears and spits / In its cloven lust?” His middle-period 
poems often deploy a singsong style whose seeming simplicity 
and artlessness disturbingly highlight sinister, sometimes-vio-
lent content, as in “The Pretty Magpie”: “Once I loved a little 
dog, / A golden spaniel bitch, / They came and shot it all to death 
/ And left it in a ditch.” His late period casts poems in an idiom 
that’s more modern and impressionistic in its continued treat-
ment of fraught, primal material, as in “The First and the Last.” 
He also offers a long adaptation of the Icelandic saga of Gunnar 
and Hallgerður, about a woman who brings her husband noth-
ing but trouble; it’s a riveting, gore-spattered epic suffused with 
eerie Nordic hallucination: “And woven into her straggled hair, 
/ The bones of children / That rattled and clinked in the wind.” 
Lind’s poems feature strong narratives, bold voices, and evoca-
tive imagery that’s besotted by both Eros and Thanatos, as in 
the title poem, a gothic imagining of a crowlike lover that’s an 
inspired mashup of the work of Edgar Allan Poe and Charles 
Baudelaire: “I am but carrion for your clever mouth / And quick, 
sharp fingers that rake and rack.” Overall, this collection is a 
great read for those who like hotblooded verse.

Old-school poetry with grand themes and darkly romantic 
execution.

IT IS THE SEEING
Martin, Renita
BookBaby (62 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  $8.49 e-book  |  Feb. 16, 2022
978-0-9663097-3-7

Martin’s latest poetry volume captures 
musings on love, freedom, and struggle.

In this collection, the Mississippi-
born author highlights her love for 
Southern vernacular and the ways that 
people make personal connections with 

it. It starts out with a nod toward Black American hairstyling 
in “let me scratch yo scalp,” in which that tactile experience 
is equated with the shared past of another who has felt “the 
soothe of mighty fingers / strolling through [their] Black woods.” 

The poem “born again” explosively describes the speaker’s pas-
sion in a relationship with another woman: “you just want her 
to show you that place she / found last night / the one / that 
upon touch sang out your name.” In the prose piece “Peculiar 
Wars,” an older woman describes years of societal and family 
struggles and warns the speaker against moving to the North: 

“biting the other side of the same apple ain’t gonna brang you the 
fresh taste ya / lookin fa.” Other topics include a Black church, 
juke joints, and learning to ride a bike as well as superheroes 
in the pleasing “how ghetto gurl rose up,” in which a group of 
women decide to make a Black superhero by offering up parts 
of their bodies: “this bitch got some tough ass feet / she don 
been runnin through swamps.” Throughout, Martin’s lively col-
lection works best when describing characters who truly under-
stand each other and are able to form a unique verbal or physical 
bond; sometimes there are doubts, as in “Stuck”: “i don’t know 
whether / to keep running like a stray bullet / or stay and con-
ceive / of loving you.” “Free Thought” succeeds as jarring social 
commentary due to its concrete language and imagery (“Make 
him bite his tongue / Until it bleeds consent”). A few other 
works, however, are unsuccessful due to obscured meaning or 
awkward phrasing: “it is a calm enema moving the bile of grief 
out of this / wounded shrine” (“off my heart”). 

A bold and varied collection of spiritual, yearning works.

TWISTED FAIRY TELLS
The Keepers of the Tales
Moore, William
AuthorHouse (310 pp.) 
$31.99  |  $20.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 20, 2022
978-1-66554-990-5
978-1-66554-992-9 paper

In Moore’s sequel fantasy collection, 
a family protects true stories disguised as 
popular fairy and folktales.

The Wellingtons have dedicated 
generations of family members to being “Keepers of the Tales.” 
These historians and anthropologists know the truth behind 
stories that the world has written off as fiction. Nowadays, 
Charles Wellington III safeguards their library of works, but it 
was his great-great grandfather Charles Wellington I who stum-
bled onto a life-changing artifact. He and a colleague unearthed 
part of a mysterious linen canvas inscribed with an ancient 
language, and he scoured far-off places, such as Turkey, for the 
remaining fragments. About a third of the 14-story collection 
centers on the first Charles as he searches for hidden truths in 
the canvas and runs into the enigmatic “Guardians.” The rest 
consists of tales that the later Charles has amassed. The first 
two, “Beauty…and the Beastly Prince” and “Sleeping Beauty,” 
have a surprising link: fairy sisters—a queen and her evil older 
princess sibling—who feud for years, hurting themselves as well 
as their children in countless ways. Others sport similar titles 
that make the fairy-tale or folklore source immediately appar-
ent and follow those earlier narratives closely. In “Margaretha 

“Lind’s poems feature strong narratives, bold voices, and evocative 
imagery that’s besotted by both Eros and Thanatos.”

corvix
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and the Seven Dwarfs,” Count Philip sends his daughter, whom 
he affectionately calls Snow White, out of Germany, afraid that 
his wife will do something terrible to his daughter. This collec-
tion aptly bookends the final tale with the prologue and resolves 
the first Charles’ plotline, with plenty more of the Wellingtons’ 
backstory left for another book. 

As in his preceding collection, Twisted Fairy Tells: The Untold 
Truths (2021), Moore offers serious but occasionally playful 
interpretations. For example, “Jack” features the titular hero 
and the famous beanstalk only for the latter half of the story 
to dive deep into his family’s genuinely engrossing history. In 
the fun “Jack Frost,” the Arctic-dwelling protagonist revels in 
his specialty of “ruining anyone’s day” and bumps into another, 
decidedly more sinister character from folklore. The author 
occasionally enhances stories with real-world links; there 
are nods to the bubonic plague epidemic, and one tale deftly 
incorporates a 14th-century witch trial in Ireland along with 
the bishop involved and an accused woman. Although the col-
lected tales take some unexpected turns, they’re not always as 
twisty as the book’s title suggests. “Cinder Ella” is entertaining 
but relatively light and not nearly as dark or memorable as the 
version by the Brothers Grimm. The fairy-tale variations, like 
the originals, are quick reads, as Moore writes character-driven 
narratives with impressive conciseness. On the other hand, the 
first Charles’ leisurely paced multistory journey retains a sense 
of ambiguity until he finally pieces the artifact together. It con-
tinually intrigues, though, even if the mystery of his dead friend 
is no mystery to readers. Unfortunately, most fairy tales open 
with the later Charles’ brief thoughts that offer morals that 
readers could have figured out on their own. Still, this is a minor 
complaint about an otherwise solid collection. 

An often engaging set of celebrated literary works with 
fun twists.

THE RETURN OF THE WREN
Being the First Part of the 
War for the Worldsgrave
Morrese, Matthew R.R.
Canticles Productions (550 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Dec. 16, 2021
978-0-578-99549-6

Dark forces attack a bucolic realm 
and change a teen girl’s life forever in 
this fantasy.

It is Emyremi’s 13th nameday. Her 
father, Èaron, lets her wander through their hometown of 
Willowswake, along the Courseway River. But when gigantic, 
hoglike “borrs” run amok in the area, Emmi is struck and falls 
into the water. She wakes up in the secluded Wayfarer’s Hollow, 
where a cloaked figure, possibly a wizard, revives her. His magi-
cal ministrations leave a scar on her chest. Emmi then realizes 
her father will be worried, so she endeavors to get home quickly. 
In the Courseway, she rescues a 16-year-old boy named Pup 
from a tangle of corpses. Though they disagree on reverence for 
deities, the two part as friends. During her journey, Emmi learns 

that great chaos has been wrought in cities like Westmarch by 
a Shadow figure and that rookeries, which train birds to carry 
messages, are closed. But most bizarre is that a Shard, “a spirit 
of old” from the Willow-waters, has bonded with her heart. The 
Shard begins communicating first through intense dreams and 
then directly with Emmi’s mind. When an eerie stranger named 
Alms offers to remove the Shard for her, Emmi begins a race 
against forces clamoring to manipulate her fate. Morrese wears 
his love of high fantasy loud and proud in this complex series 
opener. Along with evocative, Tolkien-esque names, includ-
ing the sword Foe-Biter, baroque prose depicts the grandeur 
of nature in lines like “Clouds moved quickly eastward, low-
driven and heaped. Their...tawny cleavage lit up when a streak 
of lightning snaked through them.” A clever element of menace 
comes from the Shard, which tells Emmi, who dares to feel safe, 
that “you’re always in danger, child.” Important worldbuild-
ing elements, like the Rings of Manifest, are often introduced 
through verse. But copious travels and some overly ornate lan-
guage (“The rafter, wherewith he guided the modest vessel, held 
himself a ferryman true”) impede the narrative’s pace. Still, Pup 
heartens Emmi and readers by saying: “Spend time with good 
people, ’cause then you’ll always do good things.”

Classic fantasy fans should adore this elaborate, slowly 
unfolding epic.

THE BUSINESS 
OWNER’S DILEMMA
Take Control of the Mental 
Chatter, Clarify Your Ideal 
Future, and Enjoy the 
Success You’ve Earned
Nasser, Ali
Wise Publishing Company (192 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Feb. 16, 2022
978-1-5445-0146-8

In this guide, a financial professional 
introduces a wealth framework for entrepreneurs.

Entrepreneurs are often driven by creative ideation, some-
times at the expense of a long-term wealth-building strategy. 
Nasser, a certified financial planner as well as an entrepreneur, 
addresses this challenge head-on with a multicomponent sys-
tem he calls WISE—“Wealth Integration System for Entrepre-
neurs.” Targeting established business owners with a net worth, 
including their companies, between $10 million and $100 mil-
lion, the author describes his system eloquently and with a high 
degree of clarity. Part 1 of the book presents an insightful over-
view of the risks and rewards facing entrepreneurs, noting that 

“traditional planning methods are reactive in nature.” Nasser 
suggests his approach helps fill in the “key gaps” and is more 
comprehensive. Part 2 offers a richly detailed discussion of the 
six components of WISE: “Balance Sheet Strategy, Liquidity & 
Cash Flow, Lifestyle & Legacy, Exit Strategy, Asset Protection 
Strategy, and Lifetime Tax Strategy.” Devoting a chapter to each 
component, the author includes advice, illustrative examples, 
and a helpful list of questions each area addresses. One of the 
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more sensitive elements for business owners is likely to be exit 
strategy. Here, Nasser demonstrates his keen understanding 
of how entrepreneurs might think about such issues as succes-
sion, business continuity, the sale of a company, and, potentially, 
a “second act.” Part 3 depicts how the parts of WISE integrate 
and can be applied in seven specific stages. It is a structured 
approach that may cause some readers to balk; according to the 
author, “Skipping a step, doing it in the wrong order, or short-
cutting the process will often lead to” a negative or “less than 
optimal result.” Despite this stringent caution to diligently 
follow the process, the WISE method does appear to be a sen-
sible, objective way to assess the broad value of business own-
ership. As the author wisely observes, “Business owners don’t 
just invest in a business because of return on investment. They 
invest in a business because it’s a passion, a calling and, in many 
cases, a way of life.” Entrepreneurs looking for wisdom and 
guidance will find it here.

Beneficial counsel for business owners.

CORPORATE TORSOS NEED 
NOT APPLY
Pomerantz, J.R.
Bowker (382 pp.) 
$16.68 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Oct. 25, 2020
978-1-73453-144-2

In the future, mid-Atlantic America is 
a depressed, semi-amphibious flood zone 
with inhabitants linked by ubiquitous 
headsets—but a woman in a sketchy new 
job realizes it is all a waterlogged sham.

Pomerantz’s SF novel imagines a future world in which 
the mid-Atlantic states of America—namely, “Nu” York and 

“Nu” Jersey—survive in soggy, paradigm-shifted fashion after a 
calamitous “Flood” some 18 years ago (or was it 19?). No one 
can remember, which is a clue. To stay safe after the deluge, 
inhabitants have had to modify their optic-linked headsets, 
wear awful plastic clothing, and eat synthetic “SnackAttack” 
food. Burdened with debt and useless history degrees (books 
are banned; computers do all the reading for people), Alice loses 
her mother to medical incompetence. She desperately takes a 
job with shady “Market, Research, Incorporated,” run by a 
guy named Bob. Readers already know that ever since college, 
Bob has been affiliated with the elite sons of secret societies 
(he imagines himself a “press secretary”) and that the Flood 
was a deliberate event, not a caprice of nature. The catastro-
phe gave a small cabal such control over the government that 
the group is able to appoint a shoe as a senator. But Bob typi-
fies the second-generation conspirators, who are stupid, illiter-
ate, drug-taking, frat-boy louts. In between sexually misusing 
his employees, testicle-obsessed Bob is as amazed as anyone 
to learn that the Flood never afflicted the world beyond mid-
Atlantic America. Then he is sent to South Africa to complete 
the conspirators’ program with a nice-guy subordinate named 
John and Bob’s personal assistant (with benefits), Alice. Bob and 
Alice learn the sinister next step in the plan is no mere power 

grab by secret societies but something cosmically huge. In this 
ambitious, satirical tale, Pomerantz thankfully adopts a tongue-
in-cheek tone. Bits of Dan Brown bestsellers plus some Chris-
tian apocalypse material, a dash of Philip K. Dick, and maybe 
a dollop of Terry Southern, the Marx Brothers, and the Three 
Stooges (in their darker moments) float through the author’s 
snarky narrative. The enjoyable story, according to an afterword, 
took the author about 24 years (and lots of coffee) to complete. 
The wacky, world-traveling, unhinged tale should tempt readers 
seeking the offbeat.

A madcap, singular SF satire of capitalist values and Amer-
ican dysfunction with cult potential.

FROM CULTURE TO CULTURE
The System To Define, 
Implement, Measure, 
and Improve Your 
Company Culture
Powers, Randall & Donte Vaughn
Lioncrest Publishing (232 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $15.99 paper  |  $6.49 e-book
Nov. 14, 2021
978-1-5445-2614-0

Two organizational leadership pro-
fessionals propose a system for managing a company’s culture.

Does a company’s culture—the common values, beliefs, 
assumptions, and expected behaviors that management and 
employees share—impact its bottom line? Debut authors 
Vaughn and Powers, who serve as executives for software com-
pany CultureWorx and management consultancy The POW-
ERS Company, answer with a definitive “yes” in an intriguing 
debut. It approaches the topic with an eye toward formalizing 
its evaluation as a key corporate attribute, much as any business-
critical element should be measured. The book’s primary focus 
is “Culture Performance Management,” and unsurprisingly, the 
authors spend some time describing their own CPM software 
platform, which, they assert, is unique because it “aligns values 
and behaviors and can be practiced, evaluated, and measured 
in real time.” The basis for the authors’ argument is sound, as 
it encompasses not just their own practical experience, but 
cited academic research and empirical evidence. Part 1 of the 
book provides a lucid overview of company culture, including 
five debunked myths, six well-defined problems that compa-
nies need to solve (for example, “Problem #4: Is Your Culture 
Performance Like QA [quality assurance] or QC [quality con-
trol]?”), and two illustrative case studies. Part 2 effectively 
explores the authors’ idea of culture performance management. 
First, they deftly answer the provocative question, “Does Your 
Company Culture Need CPR?” in which “CPR = Consciousness 
+ Practice + Results.” Then they walk readers through seven 
specific pillars of CPM in considerable detail; to a large extent, 
these mirror familiar business assessment processes. In Part 3, 
Vaughn and Powers refer to their own system, CultureWorx, to 
demonstrate how CPM can be automated. Although this last 
section includes an obvious sales pitch, it’s accompanied by a 
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“The author’s wacky, world-traveling, unhinged tale 
should tempt readers seeking the offbeat.”

corporate torsos need not apply
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useful discussion of how to operationalize and optimize com-
pany culture as well as how to strive for continuous improve-
ment. Throughout the book, and in a glossary at the end, the 
authors helpfully offer definitions of culture-related terms, 
some of which they’ve polished up with alliteration, such as cul-
tural cadence, cultural chaos, and cultural clairvoyance.

A thought-provoking, evidence-based business analysis.

HOWL OF THE ICE
Raymond, Christian
Self (112 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  March 10, 2022
979-8-7970-9185-1

In this debut novel, two teenagers 
join an ice fishing community in battling 
a mythological creature across parallel 
dimensions.

Falc was lucky to survive an outdoor 
mishap during a blistering winter in 

Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. A neighbor found the hypother-
mic and frostbitten 14-year-old atop a frozen lake, his shortcut 
home from school. But no one can explain why the boy was soak-
ing wet when there were no holes or even cracks in the ice. Now, 
Falc prefers avoiding frozen lakes but willingly braves one for an 
overnight stay with Grandpa Rikkar, who lives nearby and has 
recently shown signs of Alzheimer’s disease. It turns out Rik-
kar and his friends’ ice shantytown isn’t so bad, especially with 
green-eyed fellow ninth grader Aiyanna there as well. But the 
teens panic when all the adults, including Aiyanna’s dad, sud-
denly vanish during the night. The youngsters eventually find 
them only to discover they’ve stumbled on a way of traveling to 
alternate realities. Different versions of the fishing community 
relentlessly fight the Jiekna, an ice creature sporting a perpetu-
ally morphing face and tentacled claws. Falc and Aiyanna lend 
their assistance, as killing the vicious beast may help them get 
home. Raymond’s speedy tale brims with suspense; the com-
munity faces multiple threats, such as “ice-phants” (ice phan-
toms) and the alarming possibility that the shantytown in all the 
dimensions is sinking. The author likewise depicts an unforget-
table setting of merciless ice and subzero temperatures. His 
prose is sure to make readers bundle up: “A blast of wind hurled 
snow flurries across the arctic tundra, causing the party to lean 
in to protect the flames.” The cast, in contrast, is warm, from 
capable Aiyanna to a character named Slash, who ice-sculpts—
and more—with her handy chainsaw. Nevertheless, Falc’s sad 
but heartfelt relationship with his grandpa is the highlight. His 
affection for Rikkar’s alternate versions never wavers, as the 
boy was already prepared to love a grandfather who no longer 
recognized him. 

A brisk, delightful tale of family, courage, and a chilly monster.

JOSH AND GEMMA MAKE 
A BABY
Ready, Sarah
W.W. Crown (318 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $15.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-954007-22-2
978-1-954007-19-2 paper

A woman comes to her first love 
with an unusual proposition in this 
romantic comedy.

Gemma Jacobs is running out of time to make her dream 
come true. The 32-year-old social media manager for a popular 
self-help guru always wanted a child of her own. But a cheat-
ing husband, a divorce, and a diagnosis of stage 4 endometriosis 
have significantly impeded the process. Enter Josh Lewenthal, 
a handsome comic artist whom Gemma’s known her whole life. 
Not only did Josh grow up in the same small town outside New 
York City, he also was Gemma’s brother’s best friend—and the 
one whom she lost her virginity to as a teenager. At Gemma’s 
family’s annual New Year’s Eve party, she proposes that Josh 
donate his sperm so she can finally conceive via in vitro fertiliza-
tion. Though Josh resists at first, he quickly comes around and 
asks to be involved in the child’s life, as his father and only fam-
ily member is dying. As Josh and Gemma start spending more 
time together, the chemistry they had as teens surfaces. At the 
same time, Gemma’s boss, the handsome and charismatic Ian 
Fortune, begins pursuing her with full knowledge she’s undergo-
ing IVF. Will Josh stay a donor and co-parent or become some-
thing much more? And will Gemma be able to get pregnant? 
Romance author Ready gives Gemma rich and complex moti-
vations for wanting a baby. The author also creates a vibrant 
cast of characters, especially the protagonist’s fertility support 
group, whose members range from a tough-talking attorney and 
a wealthy socialite to an optimistic hippie, all united in their 
desire for children. Josh is an ideal contemporary romance hero: 
devoted to his dad, more of a creative genius than Gemma origi-
nally thought, fully supportive of her decision to have a baby 
with his sperm, and with a body that includes “rock hard abs.” 
The details of reproductive challenges and medical interven-
tions are explicit and not for the faint of heart but can provide 
information and comfort to those who are curious or have expe-
rienced fertility struggles themselves.

An unusual and winning read about a little-discussed topic.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   1 7 1

THE CHOCOLATE CLOUDS
Remus, Marc
Misty Moon Books (242 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Dec. 6, 2021
978-3-949488-01-6
978-3-949488-02-3 paper

A boy from a society where only 
sweets are eaten journeys to far-off lands 
of vegetable and fruit consumption in 
this illustrated middle-grade fantasy.

Ten-year-old Henry lives in Choco-Locoville, a town in 
Sugarland. Like all the inhabitants of Sugarland, Henry is 
overweight. Since his father’s death (brought on by obesity), 
Henry has tried to diet, but with only sweet things to eat, he 
finds it impossible. Henry is also lonely. His mother works long 
hours overseeing the family’s chocolate factory, and Henry’s 
only friend is his fat cat, Tiger. Disaster strikes one day when 
Sugarland’s chocolate clouds are stolen. These are essential for 
the running of the chocolate factory, and, seeing an opportu-
nity to recapture his mom’s attention, Henry resolves to bring 
them back. Along with Tiger, Henry strikes out for the Monster 
Mountains and, beyond these, the mythical lands of Veggington, 
Fruitopolis, and Barebone Island, which features dairy prod-
ucts. In Veggington, Henry eats vegetables for the first time 
and makes a new friend—a carrot girl named Carrotina, who 
joins him on his quest. Henry’s journey helps him to lose weight, 
but even with Carrotina’s help, will he be able to find the miss-
ing chocolate clouds and break down the national boundaries 
between food groups? Remus writes in the third person, past 
tense, from Henry’s point of view. The prose is a simple mix 
of narrative, dialogue, and description, enhanced throughout 
by the author’s partial and full-page illustrations. These pic-
tures—textured black-and-white sketches of considerable intri-
cacy—contribute greatly to Remus’ worldbuilding and to the 
depictions of Henry, Carrotina, Tiger, and others. Henry is a lik-
able protagonist, conscious of his own shortcomings but deter-
mined to overcome them. Carrotina is a particularly memorable 
character. She is kind and companionable but also acutely aware 
of being a sentient, anthropomorphized vegetable. Her per-
spective on life encapsulates the magical suspension of disbe-
lief that underpins the four food-based lands of Foodtopia. The 
story itself is sweet and nonthreatening, although Henry’s quest 
is not without peril. While adult readers may find the plot pre-
dictable, there are surprises on a page-by-page level and wonder 
aplenty for the target audience. The moral, likewise, is overt but 
not intrusive. Younger readers will be thoroughly entertained.

A whimsical food concept brought vividly to life.

UNBROKEN 
A Collection of Stories
Rosen, J.S.
Self (114 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Dec. 19, 2021
979-8-7871-3818-4

A debut collection of six short stories 
explores the power of family bonds.

“I hope to highlight some of the many 
ways in which family can shape us, or even 
break us,” notes Rosen in her foreword to 
this brief but memorable compilation. It 

opens with the title story, in which Maggie Duschene watches 
a game at Chicago’s Wrigley Field with her uninterested fiance, 
Cory, and reflects on how baseball was the glue that kept her fam-
ily together when she was young; a conversation with a neighbor-
ing fan leads to a painful revelation. In “The New Ingredient,” a 
divorced father who hasn’t seen his daughter, Violet, in almost 
three months is surprised when the 8-year-old brings along an 
unexpected and unconventional friend on a visit, while in “For 
What It’s Worth,” a visit to the grave of the narrator’s centenar-
ian grandmother, Ruth, prompts an exploration of their Jewish 
Russian roots. The collection closes with “ ‘Don’t look too good 
or talk too wise,’ ” about a student trying to acclimatize to college 
life. The strongest story is “Empty Cities”; its opening, in which 
Thomas, a troubled father, watches the world pass by while sit-
ting on a bench, showcases Rosen’s prose at its most sensitive 
and attentive: “He had slipped off his right shoe when no one on 
the platform was looking and began tracing the ground with the 
ball of his foot. Side to side. Forward and back. It reminded him 
of when he was a child….” It’s a fine example of how the author 
slips fluidly between characters’ inner and outer worlds. Overall, 
Rosen proves to be a versatile writer, and “Partition,” about an 
office worker who finds sanctuary in a restroom stall, provides a 
master class in writing in the second person, skillfully and engag-
ingly blurring the line between narrator and reader: “In the midst 
of a brain-crushing, sanity-shrinking workday you’re always able 
to come in here, sit, and think for a moment.” 

A tenderly observant set of tales.

MY DAD, MY ROCK 
Santos, Victor D.O.
Illus. by Anna Forlati
Linguacious (32 pp.) 
$23.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
March 14, 2022
978-1-64962-131-3
978-1-64962-122-1 paper

A boy imagines describing his dad 
to the grandfather that neither of them 
ever knew in this picture book about the 

connection between a child and a father.
“I never met my grandpa. And my grandpa never met 

my dad,” says the narrator, a child with fluffy red hair. He 
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“Santos ably describes the love and encouraging support that 
children want from parents at all stages of life.”

my dad,  my rock
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imagines what he would tell the absent grandfather, extolling 
the virtues of his own father, who keeps the child safe but 
also teaches him to do things on his own. The child praises 
his dad’s goofiness, the way he reads bedtime stories, and 
how he acknowledges the child’s feelings when the latter is 
sad or angry. Finally, the boy imagines his own future family 
and the kind of dad he’ll be. The narrator, his father, and his 
grandfather all appear White; the future narrator’s partner 
and children are depicted with brown skin tones. Santos ably 
describes the love and encouraging support that children 
want from parents at all stages of life. Using short sentences, 
Santos’ approachable text feels true to a child’s understand-
ing of a nurturing parent, and it will also resonate with care-
givers who strive to be positive role models. Forlati’s highly 
textured pastel illustrations offer realistic depictions of the 
love between a parent and child. Both the text and images 
share a subdued, comforting tone. 

A beautifully illustrated, touching tale of love.

THOSE AROUND HIM
Shapiro, Brett
Independently Published (302 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  July 31, 2019
978-1-79525-511-0

An aging gay man is caught between 
love and death in Shapiro’s first novel.

Two years ago, in 2019, Andrew 
moved from Paris to Florida to be near 
his elderly, ailing father, Charles. His sis-
ter, the thrice-divorced Sheila, also lives 

in the area, and the two share the responsibilities of looking 
after the old man now that their mother has died. Andrew isn’t 
exactly content to be there, as he’s increasingly aware of his own 
middle age, at 56, and the fact that moving from the City of 
Light to “a small town in a refurbished swampland in Florida, 
where he’d only made obligatory annual family visits, hardly fell 
in the natural order of things.” Then he meets a much younger 
man on the beach whose beauty and sense of hopefulness sud-
denly make Andrew feel young again. Twenty-three-year-old 
Ex—short for Alexander—is at first merely a source of lust-
ful fascination for Andrew; then the two begin to connect on 
unexpected levels. As Charles’ condition worsens and hurricane 
season bears down on the Florida coast, Andrew learns that Ex 
may be a bit more complicated—and difficult—than he initially 
realized. Shapiro’s prose is lucid and philosophical, often zero-
ing in on Andrew’s anxieties and dark humor, as in this passage, 
in which Andrew analyzes his fear of his father’s moving in with 
him: “This ‘coming full circle’ or ‘closing the loop’ thing—the 
aging, diminished parent returns, like a child, to his child, to 
be soothed and coddled—horrified and repulsed Andrew, with 
its under- and over-tones of slow agonizing deterioration and 
absence of dignity. It also struck him as a supreme inconve-
nience.” The author effectively reinforces the problem of time 
by narrating the book’s three sections in the past, present, and 
future tenses, respectively. The plot moves quite slowly, and 

at 302 pages, the novel is perhaps longer than it needs to be to 
explore its themes. Even so, Shapiro manages to convincingly 
capture a man at a pivotal moment in life, when generations 
shift and new patterns emerge.

A brooding and somewhat meandering novel about grow-
ing older and, ideally, wiser.

STRAIGHT NO 
CHASER HEALTH
Empowering You for Better 
Health and a Longer Life
Sterling, Jeffrey
Independently Published (219 pp.) 
$29.99 paper  |  $15.99 e-book  |  Jan. 27, 2022
979-8-4090-8450-9

In this guide, a veteran physician 
offers tips and tools for better health.

Sterling, a longtime public health 
advocate, believes the pursuit of well-being “shouldn’t be an 
obsession with avoiding death but should be one of facilitat-
ing the enjoyment of life.” His road map to vitality addresses a 
wide variety of everyday scenarios, both positive and negative, 
which he cleverly turns into opportunities for self-improve-
ment. Dispensing advice while accentuating the positive, Ster-
ling shares the bounty of his years in clinical practice, which 
includes practical care for both the body and mind. Con-
cerning relationships, he promotes the exchange of “honest 
moments” between loved ones and offers counsel for culti-
vating a more mindful state while recognizing the realities of 
prioritizing conditions like depression and chronic ailments. 
Sterling’s enlightening discussions on maximizing longev-
ity are solidly written and can be easily digested by new and 
veteran readers of self-help books. Two of the manual’s best 
features are the author’s writing style and tone, which remain 
accessible and affable throughout. His prose never strays from 
its positive vibe even when addressing life’s negative aspects, 
like the everyday toxins that surround readers. While the 
topics he presents can be construed as rudimentary, like the 
importance of smoking cessation, hydration, stress manage-
ment, a balanced diet, and regular exercise, there is also more 
timely information on avoiding Covid-19’s serious compli-
cations with vaccinations and practicing safe sex. Whether 
newer information or old standards, the book forms a friendly 
reminder that in order to live longer, readers need to do the 
work. Caffeine junkies will find Sterling’s intriguing graphic 
on the pros and cons of coffee and tea consumption illumi-
nating and surprising. The author also includes strategies on 
risk reduction and the maintenance of what he calls “invisible 
health” (how good living habits contribute to overall well-
being when people are not exercising or dieting). He blends 
science and physiology into his recommendations and struc-
tures the book’s chapters so they can be absorbed as a whole 
or individually perused. Sterling arms readers with the tools 
and relevant facts to make informed, enriching choices to 
improve their health, garner more control over their longevity, 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 2 2   |   1 7 3

and become happier. He encourages everyone to “move with 
purpose and in pursuit of that level of contentment.” 

Empowering, universally applicable coaching on proactive 
personal growth and optimal health.    

JUST OFF ELYSIAN FIELDS
Thomas, Woodlief
Del Sol Press (224 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |   Jan. 7, 2022
978-1-73449-002-2

In this grim debut novel, lost souls 
search for one another—and them-
selves—in the post-Katrina South.

New Orleanian Antoine Joubert, 
after losing his love in an accident, spent 
the better part of a decade in prison. 

The guilt-riddled 30-something ex-con was drinking himself 
to death until his neighbor Pharaoh set him straight. Now 
his elderly friend needs Antoine’s help. Pharaoh, who may be 
dying, wants to find his estranged 19-year-old daughter, May-
belle, last seen in Mississippi. Antoine heads to Canton, Missis-
sippi, armed with only a photo, to find a woman he’s never met. 
Maybelle ran off on her own not long after Hurricane Katrina 
devastated New Orleans. Much like Antoine and her father, 
Maybelle can’t escape her troubled, violent past. Her friends 
are bad news, especially one guy who drives a white Continen-
tal. Antoine starts tracking him, which may get Maybelle and 
him into a world of trouble. Thomas’ dark, often insightful 
tale shifts among Antoine’s, Maybelle’s, and Pharaoh’s perspec-
tives. The trio is familiar with violence; Maybelle’s mom once 
brutally stabbed Pharaoh, who had already suffered a harrow-
ing Vietnam experience. Despite this, there’s more than a few 
signs of hope. Antoine and Maybelle, for example, both fight 
to overcome their guilt and grief by conversing with dead loved 
ones. In the same vein, Pharaoh aims his narration at “Baby 
Maybelle”—his way of coping with his sordid history. The prose 
is often memorable and understated: “I just walked that circle, 
round and round St. Claude, and round and round the Ninth 
Ward, and over time I guess it just started wearing on me.”

A somber, profound story of family and redemption.

MEOW IS NOT A CAT
Tills, Kelly
Illus. by Max Saladrigas
FDI Publishing (44 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-73670-048-8

A creative youngster solves a field-
trip problem in this picture book about 

valuing what makes a person unique.
A human child doesn’t know exactly why everyone calls 

them Meow: “Maybe it’s because I get bored easily,” they say, 
like a cat does. Meow’s snarky, unnamed feline thinks it might 

be because of Meow’s hat, which has catlike ears. Meow’s 
teacher, Ms. Snickety, believes that Meow doesn’t listen; “I just 
listen differently,” Meow explains. On a field trip to see wildlife, 
the teacher gives each child a banana to offer monkeys, who 
take every single banana—until Meow, who believes that “shar-
ing is caring,” takes the fruit back in an epic chase and even-
tually uses a cannon to fire the fruit skyward so everyone can 
have one. Tills offers a celebration of kids whose brains work 
differently. Meow is coded as neurodivergent, though it’s never 
discussed in such terms; the idea that Meow approaches things 
differently than others do, though, comes through clearly. 
The author uses short sentences and accessible vocabulary in 
Meow’s first-person narration, which feel authentic. Saladrigas’ 
cartoon-style, full-color art perfectly matches the text’s whim-
sical tone, even incorporating an imagined duck and dinosaur 
into Meow’s adventure. The iconic yellow cat-hat adds an extra 
level of expression with changing ear positions.

An appealingly offbeat book with a strong message about 
appreciating unusual thinking.

IF ONLY
Tree, Matthew
England-Is-A-Bitch Productions 
(246 pp.) 
$11.89 paper  |  $4.08 e-book  |  Oct. 14, 2021
978-84-09-29010-9

A history-spanning novel chronicles 
the life of a disturbed British man with a 
sordid familial past.

Prolific European author Tree’s tale 
begins in the 1930s as young Malcolm 

Lowry is being hurriedly sent abroad from Liverpool aboard a 
ship based on orders from his father, cotton broker A.O. Lowry. 
The directives are being carried out by A.O.’s accountant, Mr. 
Patrick. Malcolm has been an alcoholic since his teen years, 
exhibiting violent tendencies against himself and his relatives. 
Fearing for his family’s safety, A.O. ships his son off to far-flung 
points throughout Europe, America, Mexico, and Canada with 
instructions for Mr. Patrick to send a monthly stipend and a 
brief correspondence to Malcolm. This missive exchange 
evolves into a regular conversation between the two as they 
trade opinions and perspectives. But it also slowly reveals the 
depths of Malcolm’s mental illness and the extremes of his 
addiction. Fast-forward decades: Mr. Patrick’s grandson, a feisty, 
increasingly shifty lad, is apprehended by police in a London 
park with a satchel of explosives and a fistful of paper. He is also 
carrying 10 letters exchanged between Malcolm, who would 
become a notable English novelist and poet, and Mr. Patrick. 
Through a masterfully clever construction, the plot incremen-
tally reveals the nefarious motivations behind the grandson’s 
dangerous park journey. Police and psychiatric interrogations 
ensue as the letters are read and the intercourse between Mal-
colm, the self-described “perishing disappointment who has 
betrayed the trust placed in me by my family,” and Mr. Pat-
rick charts the traveler’s trips across Europe, a spontaneous 
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“Readers will discover a story richly embedded with plot 
twists and crystal-clear, if unsettling, characterizations.”

if only
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marriage, and a relocation to New York City and beyond. Tree’s 
narrative gains momentum as the personality of the mentally 
unstable would-be bomber unfolds as the letters are read. The 
author skillfully infuses his villain with deadly obsessions: por-
nography, the atrocities of World War II, and horrific fanta-
sies of rape and serial murder. Inspired by actual events (Tree’s 
grandfather and Malcolm Lowry had actually exchanged cor-
respondence), the author conjures graphic images from the 
extremist’s grisly imagination that aren’t for the faint of heart. 
Readers able to stomach the man’s psychotic killing fantasies 
will discover a story richly embedded with plot twists and, as 
evidenced in Tree’s previous novel, Snug (2013), crystal-clear, if 
unsettling, characterizations.

A riveting, vividly realized character study of obsession, 
addiction, and psychosis.

THE ILLUSION OF A BOY
Werner, Leeann
L Werner Marketing (218 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 27, 2021
978-1-73300-620-0

This paranormal sequel revolves 
around a teenager’s struggle after the 
ghost of her abusive father continues to 
torment her.

It has been months since Jessie Tay-
lor’s violent, alcoholic father was found 

dead in the woods, but she and her family are still trying to put 
his demise behind them. Her mother’s failed suicide attempt 
and Jessie’s subsequent attack on a doctor at a hospital shine 
a spotlight on the teen’s underlying issues. After counseling 
sessions with a psychiatrist, Jessie is diagnosed with dissocia-
tive identity disorder, which stems from her childhood trauma. 
With her mother on the mend and surrounded by a network of 
loving people—Jessie’s love interest, Will; her grandmother; 
and the teen’s older brother, Brian, and his girlfriend, Tracey—
the protagonist begins to make strides with her mental health. 
But when her father’s ghost begins appearing in her dreams and 
his supernatural attacks manifest themselves in the real world, 
Jessie realizes her battle with him is far from over. Powered 
by Werner’s clean and focused writing style, the tale evokes 
the works of Stephen King and Gillian Flynn. The small Ohio 
town of Stanton comes alive in the pages. Werner’s rich descrip-
tions—particularly regarding sensory details—make for an 
immersive read from start to finish. (The police station, for 
example, smells like “spicy salami sandwiches and fresh hot 
coffee.”) But it’s the deeply portrayed characters that are the 
novel’s real strength. Jessie’s complicated situation—as a child 
growing up in a dysfunctional, abusive household and as a teen 
struggling to deal with a mental health issue—is explored with 
insight and compassion. Fans of creepy, dark thrillers should 
enjoy this story of a young woman’s journey of self-discovery—
and, ultimately, salvation.

A highly appealing fusion of psychological thriller and 
supernatural horror story.

THE UNVEILING OF 
POLLY FORREST
A Mystery
Whitney, Charlotte
Lake William Press (310 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
March 15, 2022
979-8-9851601-0-9

In this Michigan-based mystery set 
in the 1930s, there are hints that a farm-
er’s much-younger wife had something 

to do with his deadly accident.
The newspaper report that 41-year-old Samuel R. For-

rest died “in an unfortunate farm accident” omitted the gory 
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details. The gate to the pen holding Black Devil, the farm’s 
bull, had been left open. The beast got out, apparently became 
enraged, and tore apart Sam’s body, ripping away his face. The 
paper also didn’t say that Sam’s wife, Polly Wolcott Forrest, “as 
pretty as any screen star,” is a mere 20 years old. Polly’s sister, 
Sarah Wolcott Johnson, older by 11 years, lives on the farm next 
door with her husband, the Rev. Wesley Johnson, and their three 
children. Wesley remembers how Polly once flirted with him, 
and his “unhealthy desire for Polly had kept growing.” Towns-
people notice the fashionably dressed, blue-eyed blond does not 
look or play the part of a grieving widow. Polly stops attending 
church and starts cruising the town with former neighbor Jacob 
Frond in his Model A. Because of reports that the Forrests had 
an unhappy marriage—“everyone in the congregation had seen 
Polly’s bruises,” and there were rumors that Sam’s weight loss 
was due to poisoning by his wife—the local sheriff conducts 
multiple interviews with Polly and the Johnsons. The lawman 
wants to determine who left the gate open to Black Devil’s pen. 
Sarah, Wesley, and Polly take turns narrating different chapters 
of Whitney’s book. Polly’s portion, primarily epistolary, has her 
writing to her Connecticut-based mother, encouraging her to 
visit and relaying her dreams of becoming a milliner (she labels 
veils “the fashion statement of the moment”). The different 
points of view and the clues to Sam’s personality and death are 
quite engaging. The pacing moves the story along briskly, and 
historical references enrich the novel. Setting the Depression-
era tone are conversations about massive job losses and Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt’s agricultural programs, plus vivid 
descriptions of patched hand-me-downs and “long, hungry, 
gaunt faces.” Yet a hopeful tone prevails, and images of Michi-
gan meadows, apple picking, and sunshine layered through puffy 
clouds are skillfully laced in the engrossing tale.

Hats off to this compelling historical mystery.

ARTSCAPES
Poems
Woodman, Lee
Shanti Arts (80 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-956056-12-9

A wide-ranging volume of poetry cel-
ebrates the arts.

Woodman, winner of the 2020 Wil-
liam Meredith Award in Poetry, immerses 
readers in the arts in this fourth install-

ment of her Scapes series. Drawing inspiration from a variety of 
mediums, including painting, sculpture, and music, the ekphras-
tic poems are steeped in vivid imagery and inventive wordplay. In 
the opening piece, “Mark Rothko, I Challenge Your Claim,” the 
author contemplates Rothko’s 1955 painting Untitled: “I ask you, 
‘Why “Untitled”?’ / Would you not name a friend or / a child born, 
1955? Here’s what I see: / ochre-brown, black mouth screaming.” 
Chelsea Welsh’s photograph Caught in the Days Unraveling is the 
inspiration for “A Life Unravels With the Day,” a haunting med-
itation on life and death viewed through the lens of a woman 

battling cancer: “A barren life / her scalp will know, / when all is 
lost, / the cancer slow.” Woodman’s poems are written in a free 
verse style, which allows experimentation with form and content. 
In “Story Tower,” inspired by Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade, 
each stanza is separated by a single line that, when read together, 
forms a poem within a poem. In the whimsical “The Underside 
of Color,” inspired by Marc Chagall’s 1913 painting Paris Through 
the Window, the artist invites the author to his home because “he 
knows I love this painting.” The artistry of music is the focus of 

“Stand Under a Willow” and “A Kind of Gospel.” Inspired by Ste-
vie Wonder’s classic “Superstition,” Woodman offers thoughtful 
life lessons in “Stand Under a Willow”: “Some have sipped the 
nectar / To make a healing brew / Learn from their traditions / 
Change your point of view.” The concluding poem, “A Kind of 
Gospel,” is a stirring, soulful contemplation of Leonard Cohen’s 

“Hallelujah” and how the song continues to inspire artists and 
listeners alike: “And now in our time of plague / more and more 
faces in sequestered places / come on line one by one, pleading 
/ Hallelujah.”

A richly textured collection that invites readers into the 
wonderful world of culture.

GAMES OF GREED
Wray, Jo Stewart
Manuscript (167 pp.) 

In Wray’s YA SF novel, a girl in a 
pandemic-scarred future is forced to 
compete against other young people in a 
robot-patrolled underground complex.

A deadly “Silver Sickness” has sent 
much of humanity into lockdown in a 
society patrolled by robots who look like 
walking hazmat suits. Wade Johnson, the 

governor of Mississippi, institutes a lottery that selects kids for 
compulsory entrance into the Governor’s Underground School. 
There, children entertain the masses in lockdown by competing 
in televised physical and mental competitions, involving such 
things as debates, martial arts, and even actual, working magic. 
Supposedly, victorious kids and their families get a vaccine, 
but the deal seems fishy to Sara Freeman, a bright 16-year-old 
whose researcher dad was seeking a cure for the Silver Sickness 
before the illness killed him. Sara soon realizes that the gover-
nor oversees lucrative gambling based on outcomes of the games, 
and the teachers are also in on it—and Johnson also has other 
evil schemes to make money. This is a very much an à la carte 
YA–dystopia narrative that picks and chooses from familiar 
sources. The plot, which also draws on real-life Covid-19 fears, 
owes much to The Hunger Games, although it seems pitched to 
a younger readership. The out-of-left-field magic angle even 
name-checks a spell book from the Harry Potter mythos as well 
as its compiler Bathilda Bagshot, although the Potterverse is 
declared to be fictional. Even so, Sara finds a successful invisibil-
ity spell from the grimoire that figures heavily into the latter nar-
rative. There’s a hint of a Lemony Snicket–style Reptile Room, 
as well, full of nasty creatures. However, in refreshing departures 
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“Woodman’s poems are steeped in vivid 
imagery and inventive wordplay.”

artscapes
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from familiar YA tropes, Sara does not have to choose between 
two broodingly handsome fellows as boyfriend material, and a 
providential seismic event calls to mind the works of H. Rider 
Haggard and Edgar Rice Burroughs.

A YA pandemic tale that gene-splices elements of several 
works, sometimes to unexpected effect.

HOLY CRUSADE
Zerr, J.J. 
Primix Publishing (308 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-955177-53-5
978-1-955177-52-8 paper

In this novel set just before the Civil 
War, a young man grows up fast traveling 
with his abolitionist church congrega-
tion through Illinois in hopes of reach-
ing Kansas.

In 1858, Addison J. Freeman’s biggest problem is romantic—
he desperately pines to marry the beautiful Lizbeth Waverly. 
But his father, Adolph, the deacon of Addison’s Illinois church, 
refuses to grant his permission. Addison’s life gets consider-
ably more complicated when Preacher Larrimer peremptorily 
announces that the entire congregation of the Found Church 
is moving to Kansas in order to support keeping the territory 
free from slavery. Larrimer condemns slavery as an abomina-
tion and considers the self-exile to Kansas a “holy crusade.” 
He convinces his flock to back the establishment of the New 
Found Grace Church in “Bloody Kansas.” Yet the journey 
across Illinois is a perilous one—the crusaders encounter all 
manners of hostility, including virulently pro-slavery advo-
cates. Addison is made a wagon train scout and quickly shows 

an uncommon talent for it. He finds himself regularly con-
fronted with the kind of violence that weighs heavily on the 
soul: “Addison asked himself, when you kill a man, or three, 
how in blue blazes do you talk about it? Or think about it? Or 
deal with it? Other than running away from it.” Later, though, 
he begins to develop a taste for killing, an astonishing trans-
formation powerfully depicted by Zerr. The author astutely 
portrays the volatility of the time in the United States and 
the ways in which slavery was a political and moral tinderbox. 
Addison’s maturation (or moral descent) is intriguing, espe-
cially when contrasted with the uncompromising pacifism of 
his father. There is also a leavening element of soap-operatic, 
romantic entanglement—while Addison continues to long for 
Lizbeth, she marries Orson Seiling, an unserious man that the 
scout considers a “giant three-year-old.” This is an unusually 
entertaining novel given its impressive historical gravity.

An engaging and morally thoughtful tale of a tumultuous 
time in American history.
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Books of the Month
MY PAPA 
MY PRINCE
Keegan Brown 
Illus. by Katya Tabakh
Offering graceful 
rhymes, this imagi-
native celebration of 
fathers and daugh-
ters dances across 
the page.

BEWILDERNESS
Kevin Cox
This meticulously 
crafted YA journey 
will challenge read-
ers’ expectations 
until the last page.

ORGY AT THE 
STD CLINIC
Johnny Townsend
A richly textured 
saga that brilliantly 
captures the fraying 
social fabric of con-
temporary life.

PSEUDO
Dorothy Speak
An impressive and 
luminous assemblage 
of artful and quietly 
devastating tales.

HUNTING FOR THE 
LAMB OF GOD
Jamey O’Donnell
A fast-paced, dys-
topian tale of a 
near-future nuclear 
disaster told from a 
Christian viewpoint.

BROKEN VESSELS
Trevor McCall
While somewhat 
uncategorizable, this 
dark gem of a novel is 
supremely gratifying.
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b o o k  t o  s c r e e n
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB

SAM ESMAIL TO DEVELOP THE FAMILY CHAO SERIES

Lan Samantha Chang’s The Family Chao is headed to the small screen, Deadline reports.
Sam Esmail, the creator of the show Mr. Robot, has optioned the rights to Chang’s 

novel, published last month by W.W. Norton.
The book, a retelling of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, follows three 

brothers who reunite in their Wisconsin hometown and are treated with suspicion by 
locals when their father, a Chinese restaurant owner, is found dead. In a starred review, 
a critic for Kirkus called the novel “a disruptive, sardonic take on the assimilation story.”

Esmail will serve as an executive producer of the series along with Chang and Chad 
Hamilton (Briarpatch, Homecoming). Eli Kirschner will be a co-executive producer.

Chang said she was “thrilled” to be working with Ismail.
“I know Sam and his team will bring the Chao family and the mystery surrounding 

their small-town Chinese restaurant to life on the screen,” she said.
Esmail told Deadline he, too, was excited to work on the project.
“Expertly drawn characters drive this gripping narrative, exploring themes of race, 

family, betrayal, and the immigrant experience in America—all without being didactic,” 
he said. “Lan Samantha Chang’s character-driven story lends itself perfectly to the medium of television, and we’re thrilled to 
help bring her vision to the screen.”

RUBY STOKES TO STAR IN LOCKWOOD & CO. ADAPTATION

Bridgerton star Ruby Stokes has been cast in Netflix’s series adaptation of 
Jonathan Stroud’s Lockwood & Co. books, Deadline reports.

Stokes, known for her role as Francesca Bridgerton on the hit Netflix series 
based on Julia Quinn’s novels, will star in the new show alongside Ali Hadji-
Heshmati (Holby City) and Cameron Chapman, making his screen debut.

Stroud’s five-book series of middle-grade novels follows three young psy-
chic detectives doing battle with ghosts in London. The series began in 2013 
with The Screaming Staircase, which a critic for Kirkus called “a heartily sat-
isfying string of entertaining near catastrophes replete with narrow squeaks 
and spectral howls.”

Stokes, Hadji-Heshmati, and Chapman play the detectives. Also starring 
in the series are Luke Treadaway (Attack the Block), Morven Christie (The A 
Word), Ivanno Jeremiah (The Hollow Crown), and Paddy Holland (Invasion). 

Stroud shared the casting news on Instagram, writing, “I’ve seen these 
guys in action—and they are FABULOUS. Even the skull in the jar was grudg-
ingly impressed….Can’t wait to share this incredible series with you all.”

Michael Schaub is a Texas-based journalist and regular contributor to NPR.
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The intimacy of a memoir can be intensified by hearing the work read by its author, and this is unquestionably the case with 
the debut of blogger Jeremy Atherton Lin, recently awarded the 2022 National Book Critics Circle prize for autobiography. Gay 

Bar: Why We Went Out (Hachette Audio, 7 hours and 52 minutes) is a hybrid of memoir, social 
history and cultural criticism, moving insouciantly from in-your-face sex scenes to confident 
analysis of the interplay between liberation and homophobia in the gayborhoods of London, 
Los Angeles, and San Francisco. At the heart of the book is a love story. In his early 20s, Ather-
ton Lin met his partner, whom he calls Famous Blue Raincoat, or just Famous, at Popstarz in 
London, and in the decades since, bars have remained a primary location of their unfolding 
story. “If I earned a reputation for making trouble,” he confides, still sounding a bit like the 
brainy California kid he once was, “it was so that I could write about it the following morning.…
Memoir is how you groom yourself. Memoir is drag.” After taking this armchair tour of their 

iconic and raunchy haunts, you’ll want nothing more than to meet Jeremy and Famous for a drink.
Rebecca Donner also reads the audio edition of her book All the Frequent Troubles of Our 

Days: The True Story of the American Woman at the Heart of the German Resistance to Hitler (Hachette 
Audio, 13 hours and 49 minutes). This extraordinary World War II story focuses on Mildred 
Harnack, a little-known heroine from Milwaukee who was a key player in the resistance to 
Hitler for almost 10 years, ultimately beheaded by his personal order in 1943. Harnack was 
Donner’s great-great-aunt, and the author’s quest to re-create her inspiring and humbling story, 
fitting together scraps of paper and lines from other people’s memoirs, is a fascinating feat of 
detective work, resulting in a book that is both a political thriller and—again—a love story. You 
wouldn’t think there could be any new outrages left with regard to the Third Reich, but this 
fresh, and freshly infuriating, angle—expressively captured by Donner’s tone of voice—over-
comes any fatigue listeners may feel about this harrowing subject. Winner of both the National Book Critics Circle Award and 
PEN/Jacqueline Bograd Weld Award for biography, Donner’s book goes straight to the heart.

Jennifer Egan’s mind-blowing masterpiece The Candy House (Simon & Schuster Audio, 11 hours and 11 minutes) hasn’t 
won any prizes—yet—because it’s only been out 10 days. This extraordinary novel in stories is a companion to her Pulit-

zer Prize winner, A Visit From the Goon Squad, and outdoes its predecessor in scope and 
achievement. Building on the cast introduced in Goon Squad in episodes stretching from the 
1960s to the 2030s, the novel revolves around an invention called Own Your Unconscious, 
which allows users to transfer their memories into permanent digital storage and share this 
information publicly. As well as exploring the effects of technology on what it means to be 
human, The Candy House is about love, family, ambition, fame, and fiction itself. The stories 
are told in a dazzling array of voices, including one chapter that is all texts and emails and 
another that contains field instructions for an intelligence agent delivered by a “weevil” in 
her brain. The successful translation of all this complexity to the audio environment is no 

small achievement, with 20 perfectly cast narrators, among them actor Lucy Liu, adding vibrant humanity without sacrific-
ing comprehension.

Marion Winik is the author of The Big Book of the Dead and other titles.

AU D I O B O O K S    |  Marion Winik

Prizewinning (and Prizeworthy)




