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The news last month that Jennifer Egan would be publishing a “sibling 
novel” to her much-loved 2010 prizewinner, A Visit From the Goon Squad, 
sent ripples of excitement through the literary world. Scribner will publish 
The Candy House in April of next year, but a press release took pains not to 
call it a sequel.

“I had already begun to imagine my way beyond A Visit From the Goon Squad 
even before it was published,” Egan said in a statement. “The Candy House fol-
lows a number of its peripheral characters into their own futures and pasts to 
create an independent work with a new set of preoccupations and center of 
gravity, but equal affinity for technology, humor, and structural freedom.”

Goon Squad, which received a starred Kirkus review and went on to win 
the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Critics Circle Award, was anything 
but a linear novel, following a host of characters through a series of interlock-
ing stories that hopscotch across time and space (not to mention format—
one chapter famously resembles a PowerPoint presentation). So it’s hardly 
a surprise that Egan’s follow-up would not be a strict sequel (“a literary or 
cinematic work continuing the course of a story begun in a preceding one,” 
according to Merriam Webster).

A more traditional literary sequel appeared earlier this year when Viet 
Thanh Nguyen, another Pulitzer Prize winner, published a sequel to his 
novel The Sympathizer. That book followed a Communist double agent to the 
United States after the fall of Saigon in 1975; in California, he spied on a for-
mer general in the South Vietnamese Army and reported back to his North Vietnamese handler via 
a correspondent in Paris. The Committed (Grove, March 2) jumps ahead chronologically to 1981; our 
narrator now lives in Paris himself and is breaking into the drug trade. 

I spoke with Nguyen on the Fully Booked podcast just after The Committed 
was released, and he explained, “There was no plan to write a sequel. When 
I wrote The Sympathizer it was meant to be a novel that stood by itself. And 
then I had to write another novel! And I thought I was not yet done with the 
character…and the issues that the novel raised.

“Also, The Sympathizer is written as a spy novel—that’s one of the genres 
that it works in,” he continued. “In that genre, sequels, series, and trilogies 
are all very acceptable. I thought it would make perfect sense to continue 
the genre aspect of the novel with another book that would also allow me to 
deal more with what happens to a revolutionary who has not yet given up on 
a revolution.”

One writer who revisits her characters again and again—in books that aren’t exactly sequels—
is Elizabeth Strout. Her most famous protagonist, flinty Down Easter Olive Kitteridge, first 
appeared in the 2008 book named after her and billed as a “novel in stories” (yet another Pulitzer 
winner). Strout resurrected Olive, and her fellow townspeople of Crosby, Maine, for Olive, Again 
in 2019. 

My favorite of Strout’s books, My Name Is Lucy Barton, centers on the titular character, a woman 
recovering from a mysterious fever at a New York hospital, where her estranged mother comes to 
visit her, dredging up Lucy’s difficult childhood. A follow-up collection of linked stories, Anything 
Is Possible, introduces readers to the residents of Amgash, Illinois, where Lucy grew up. Strout still 
isn’t done with Lucy and her world: This fall brings Oh William! (Random House, Oct. 19), which 
will explore Lucy’s relationship with her first husband. It will be good to see her again.
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RADIANT FUGITIVES
Ahmed, Nawaaz
Counterpoint (384 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-64009-404-8  

A Muslim Indian family, splintered 
by forces from within and without, 
attempts to reconnect over one fateful 
week in San Francisco.

“Oh, Grandmother, you’re not asleep 
yet. The voices from the kitchen are no 

lullaby. Your daughters are fighting, and you blame yourself. 
There must have been something you could have done, before 
the rifts widened to such chasms.” Ahmed’s complex, ambi-
tious debut is narrated by a fetus who—like his literary cousin 
in Ian McEwan’s Nutshell—has narrative art to spare. Having just 
emerged from his mother’s lifeless body in the delivery room, he 
unfolds a tragedy of classic proportions, fluently incorporating 
the poetry of Wordsworth, Keats, and the Quran and including 
masterful descriptions of the skies of San Francisco, of Muslim 
ritual, of LGBTQ+ protests, of Indian cooking and theater, of 
the volunteer organizations of then–District Attorney Kamala 
Harris and presidential candidates Howard Dean and Barack 
Obama. The story unfolds in a confusing manner, with some 
intent to mislead, but is essentially this: Seema, estranged from 
her family in India and uprooted to the U.S. when she came out 
as queer decades ago, briefly married Bill, a Black man. After 
their rancorous breakup, one instance of farewell sex led to 
the conception of Ishraaq (the name his mother chooses after 
learning he’s a boy). As Ishraaq’s due date draws near, Seema’s 
mother, Nafeesa, comes from Chennai, though she is dying of 
cancer. Younger sister Tahera, a devout Muslim in hijab and 
jilbab, a mother of two and an OB/GYN, also arrives from her 
home in Irvine, Texas—though she is poisonously jealous of 
her sister and disgusted by her gay friends. Every difficulty and 
heartbreak takes its place alongside many others in this painful 
story shaped by both Islamophobia and homophobia.

Ahmed swings for the fences in this luminously intelligent, 
culturally magisterial debut.
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ALL’S WELL
Awad, Mona
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-982169-66-4

A chronically ill theater professor 
upends her life when she stages Shake-
speare’s All’s Well That Ends Well.

After a freak accident, Miranda 
Fitch—who was a dazzling, up-and-
coming stage actress—loses her acting 

career, her marriage, and her formerly pain-free life. Working at 
a university’s “once flourishing, now decrepit Theater Studies 
program,” Miranda is spiraling out of control. Her days pass in 
a flurry of pills, doctor appointments, and dissociative conver-
sations; she struggles to manage her chronic pain and to make 
others believe the extent of her suffering: “On vague fire in vari-
ous places, all over, all over. Burning too with humiliation and 
rage.” Awad is particularly deft in describing the hellish nature 

of pain and the ways those living with chronic pain are often 
misled, dismissed, or derided. During a particularly tumultu-
ous appointment with one of her doctors, Miranda says she 
knows what he thinks of her: “One of those patients. One of 
those sad cartoon brains who wants to live under a smudgy 
sky of her own making.” For the student production, Miranda 
wants to stage the “problem play” that took everything from 
her: Shakespeare’s All’s Well That Ends Well. But her students—
her lively, limber, and treacherous students—want to put on 
Macbeth, and it looks like they will get their way until Miranda 
meets three strange men in a bar. In exchange for “a good show,” 
the men offer her what she’s always wanted: no more pain. Once 
Miranda realizes how to transpose her pain to others, her luck 
begins to change—or does it? As her physical aching dissipates, 
almost everything else in her life becomes more vibrant. How-
ever, when no longer tethered to her pain, Miranda becomes 
unmoored from reality in increasingly dangerous and deranged 
ways. Imbued with magic and Shakespearean themes, the novel 
swings wildly between tragedy and comedy and reality and 
unreality. Although the novel sometimes struggles under the 
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Have you had your fill of so-
cializing yet? It’s been great to get 
out of the house and see friends 
this summer, but now I’m ready 
to crawl back into my shell and 
spend some quality time with a 
book. There’s plenty to choose 
from in August, and I’m planning 
to start with Bombshell, the first in-
stallment in Sarah MacLean’s Hell’s 

Belles series (Avon, Aug. 24). A girl gang in Victorian 
London? Yes, please. The Duchess of Trevescan has 
collected three tough women to help her go after evil 
men. I love watching friend-
ships develop among women 
in romance series, such as Lisa 
Kleypas’ Wallflower books, and 
I’m looking forward to seeing 
Lady Sesily Talbot, the heroine 
of Bombshell, bond with the oth-
er Belles while also giving a sec-
ond chance to Caleb Calhoun, 
an American businessman who 
rejected her two years ago—for 
a good reason having to do with 
an explosive secret, I’m sure. Our starred review calls 
the book “a complete pleasure,” which is surely what 
we all need. Here are some more books for your Au-
gust reading pleasure:

Stephen King has written 
about writers before, but the 
hero of Billy Summers (Scribner, 
Aug. 3) is only a pretend writer—
in fact, he’s a hired assassin who’s 
posing as a writer while he waits 
in Las Vegas for the right mo-
ment to take out another mob-
ster. “Murder most foul and may-
hem most entertaining,” says our 
starred review.

Anthony Veasna So was only 28 when he died last year; 
his first book, a story collection called Afterparties (Ecco, 
Aug. 3), introduces a cast of Cambodian Americans who 
can’t forget they’re the children of refugees. “Even when 
these stories are funny and hopeful,” our starred review 
says, “an inescapable history is always waiting.”

The hero of Louis Edwards’ 
Ramadan Ramsey (Amistad, Aug. 
10) is a boy growing up in New 
Orleans, the son of an African 
American mother and a Syrian 
immigrant father whose fam-
ily sends him back home before 
he even knows his girlfriend is 
pregnant. Alicia gives her son 
the name Ramadan in a ges-
ture of atonement. By the time 
he’s 12, both his mother and his 
grandmother die, and Ramadan travels to the Middle 
East in search of his father. “A novel that is as exhila-
rating as it is moving,” says our starred review. 

When I see Mrs. March (Live-
right, Aug. 10) on my bookshelf, 
I can’t help thinking of Little 
Women, but Virginia Feito’s de-
but novel has nothing to do with 
Louisa May Alcott’s beloved 
family. Instead, it’s a psycho-
logical drama about the wife of 
a bestselling novelist who dis-
covers that everyone thinks her 
husband’s latest protagonist is 
based on her. “But…isn’t she...a whore?” Mrs. March 
wonders. Our starred review says, “Feito is Spanish 
and lives in Madrid, but somehow she is the love child 
of Patricia Highsmith and Shirley Jackson.”

The stories in Yoon Choi’s Skin-
ship (Knopf, Aug. 17), which chron-
icle the lives of Korean American 
families, “are both closely observed 
and expansive, a feat of narrative 
engineering that places her next 
to Alice Munro,” according to our 
starred review. “Nearly every one 
builds to what feels like an epiph-
any, or a pearl of wisdom, only to 
rush on for more pages as though 
to remind us that life does not 

stand still, that flux is the normal state of things, and loss 
always lurks on love’s horizon.…An exceptional debut.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

August Releases for Quality Reading Time



weight of its own surreality, Awad artfully and acutely explores 
suffering, artistry, and the limitations of empathy.

A strange, dramatic novel where all’s well, or not well, or 
perhaps both.

THE LAST AND THE FIRST
Berberova, Nina
Trans. by Schwartz, Marian
Pushkin Press (224 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-782-27697-5  

Russian immigrants to France strug-
gle to build new lives in this novel by Ber-
berova (1901-1993).

After the Russian Revolution, hun-
dreds of thousands of people fled Russia 

for France. Some of them tried to build new lives there; others 
yearned to return. Berberova’s elegant novel—appearing in Eng-
lish for the first time—takes up these immigrants as its subject. 
Ilya is setting up a farm in Provence; he is a hardworking, assidu-
ous young man, and other Russians frequently look at him askance. 
When he tells a young woman—also Russian—that he is a farmer, 
she replies, “What on earth is that?” “Have you really not heard?” 
he tries to explain. “Lots of Russians are living that way now.” Ilya 
does his best not only to build a life for himself and the remnants of 
his family—his stepmother, stepbrother, and stepsister—but also 
to train other Russian men, many of whom are desperately poor, 
to live in the new way. The mechanics of all this can be difficult to 
follow if the reader doesn’t have a certain amount of background 
knowledge. But Ilya’s family dynamics are more immediate and 
more poignant. His stepbrother, Vasya, wants only to return to 
Russia, where their father seems to be angling for his return. Ilya 
rushes to Paris to try to stop a few associates from taking off with 
Vasya, and there are a few other subplots tangled up along the way. 
Berberova hadn’t matured yet as a writer; this was her first novel, 
and it shows: The plotting is imperfect. But her psychological por-
traits, dialogue, and prose are intensely elegant, even luminous. She 
seemed to have an otherworldly sense of what to say outright and 
what to leave implicit in her work.

An imperfect but still beautiful novel and a harbinger of 
more to come.

AN IDEAL PRESENCE
Berti, Eduardo
Trans. by Levin Becker, Daniel
Fern Books (144 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-7352973-0-9  

A series of vignettes from the perspec-
tives of people who care for the dying.

Inspired by his literary residency at a 
hospital in Rouen, France, Argentinian 
novelist Berti tells the lightly fictionalized 

stories of caretakers at a palliative-care center, portraying the 
complex and varied relationships between patients and caretak-
ers and patients and their families as well as the intricate hierarchy 
that exists among the staff. There is no single narrative that runs 
through all the stories. Instead, the caretakers speak about what 
feels most relevant to them and their work: There’s a nursing aid 
who cleans a child’s stained teddy bear, a nurse who calls a patient’s 
ex-lover on his behalf, and a volunteer who reads aloud the last few 
pages of a patient’s beloved detective novel while the patient lies 
dead a few feet away. Despite the subject matter, Berti’s prose feels 
neither maudlin nor macabre. Instead, his portrayal of patients 
at the height of vulnerability and the caretakers who “assist and 
accompany at the moment of death” is at once delicate, complex, 
and respectful, providing intimacy without being voyeuristic. And 
while no big answers to life’s great questions of death and suffer-
ing are given, Berti’s triumph is bringing us deep into a topic that 
even his characters admit isn’t always comfortable: “Talking about 
death and suffering isn’t within everyone’s grasp. So I keep quiet. I 
protect them.” 

Deeply affecting.
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H OF H PLAYBOOK
Carson, Anne
New Directions (112 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8112-3123-7  

Classicist and poet Carson produces a scrapbooklike ren-
dering of a lesser-known Greek tragedy.

In Herakles, staged in 416 B.C.E., Euripides imagined the 
demigod returning home to Thebes to find his household under 
assault by usurper Lykos, who is bent on eliminating the royal 
house of Amphitryon. As with all tragedies, much of the con-
text is provided by a chorus—here, of old men who, though wise, 
can’t do much about the situation. With a collagelike text incor-
porating drawings and sketches, some with splashes of color, 
Carson works a few plot points of the original, which contains 
about 1,425 lines as against Carson’s few score. It’s modernized, 
too; Amphitryon lives in an Airstream, driven from his palace 
by a “totalitarian cracker.” (It’s not hard to imagine whom Car-
son might have been thinking of there.) Although they have 

taken refuge at an altar, Lykos is so irreligious as to plan to burn 
out Amphitryon, Herakles’ wife, and their kids, “obliged to 
close our lids / before we’d like.” The chorus invokes V.I. Lenin 
and the dictatorship of the proletariat, while Lykos, entering 
with his goon squad, allows that he’s “a basically / outcomes-
oriented guy.” When Herakles—H of H, that is, whose name 
is explained—arrives, he plangently recalls the labors he’s been 
set to do, again drawing on Bolshevik history and throwing in 
Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park for good measure. Naturally, tragic 
things ensue; after a spasm of divinely induced madness that 
causes Herakles to distribute death a little more broadly than 
he might have wished, all he can say is “Alas” and long for death. 
Leave it to Theseus, his demidivine pal, to keep him on point: 

“What could be more useless than you limping offstage to die in 
a dead language?” Carson’s anachronisms, like those of Christo-
pher Logue, are jarring but suggestive, and the language often 
attains a nobility worthy of the original tragedians, as when the 
chorus sings, “We go in tears. / So many swift and dirty years.”

An evocative, artful reimagining of the madness of an 
ancient hero.
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WHEN GHOSTS COME HOME
Cash, Wiley
Morrow/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-231266-2  

In the 1980s, a small North Caro-
lina town is thrown into turmoil when 
the sheriff discovers a dead body and a 
crashed plane.

When Sheriff Winston Barnes is 
awoken by a loud noise in the middle of 

the night, he gets out of bed to investigate at the local airport. 
But what he finds there surprises him—an empty plane and a 
dead body. Now Winston, in the middle of an election against 
an entitled younger man named Bradley Frye who wants power 
more than he wants to be sheriff, has to figure out what was 
on that plane and who shot the man. As Barnes investigates 
the case, he’s drawn deeper into the anger and resentment that 
bubble just below the surface in his small North Carolina beach 
town. The man who was shot, Rodney Bellamy, is Black, and 
now the White Bradley Frye and his friends are terrorizing Bel-
lamy’s family—driving through their neighborhood with Con-
federate flags, breaking their windows, and threatening them. 
In addition to the racism in his town, Sheriff Barnes is also 
dealing with his daughter, Colleen, who’s back home and griev-
ing after losing her child. Cash skillfully balances three points 
of view—those of Barnes, Colleen, and Jay, Rodney Bellamy’s 
14-year-old brother-in-law, who bears the brunt of Bradley 
Frye’s racist attacks. Through the eyes of these very different 
characters, Cash creates an exquisitely detailed world that feels 
real and lived in. Sheriff Barnes is an easy character to root for 
as a man trying to do his best while living in a town that’s fight-
ing against him. Although the plot alone is compelling enough 
to keep readers turning the pages, this is also a quietly moving 
look at how realistically flawed characters deal with the trag-
edies life throws at them. 

A gripping mystery with characters that will linger in read-
ers’ minds long after they turn the last page.

WHAT STORM, 
WHAT THUNDER 
Chancy, Myriam J. A.
Tin House (330 pp.)
$27.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-951142-76-6  

Survivors and victims tell their pow-
erful, moving stories in this fictional 
account of the 2010 Haitian earthquake.

On Jan. 12, 2010, a massive earth-
quake struck the island of Hispaniola, 

changing the face of Haiti forever. Between 250,000 and 
300,000 people are estimated to have perished, many of them 
in the crowded capital of Port-au-Prince, while 1.5 million oth-
ers were left homeless. In her searing new novel, Chancy, who 

spent years talking to survivors, sifts through the wreckage of 
this inconceivable calamity. She has shaped the stories of the 
living and the dead into a mighty fictional tapestry that reflects 
the terror, despair, and sorrow of the moment as she examines 
questions of Haitian identity in a world that doesn’t seem to 
care. Among her unforgettable characters are a desperate hus-
band who abandons his grief-stricken wife in a sprawling, dan-
gerous tent city; a sex worker who steps out of a hotel moments 
before it collapses; a drug trafficker trapped in an elevator who 
begins to reassess his life; a wealthy businessman who left Haiti 
and has returned to make a deal at the worst possible moment; 
a teenage girl terrorized by a former classmate in the refugee 
camp; a Haitian cab driver in Boston who has discovered reli-
gion and the perils of being Black in America; and an architect 
who returns home from Rwanda, where she’d been working 
for an NGO, only to find herself stymied by bureaucracy and 
unable to help anyone. The thread that connects these voices 
is Ma Lou, a market woman who has witnessed the tides of for-
tune in Port-au-Prince for decades and who holds no illusions 
about the future. The stories are not always easy to read, but 
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“A gripping mystery with characters that will linger in 
readers’ minds long after they turn the last page.” 

when ghosts come home



they shouldn’t be. Chancy offers fleeting redemption for some 
characters, but she does not deal in false hopes. “We all look 
away unless it’s us, or someone we love, going up in flames,” one 
character muses. In this devastating work, Chancy refuses to let 
any of us look away.

A devastating, personal, and vital account.

KEEPING THE HOUSE
Cin, Tice
And Other Stories (216 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-91350-508-0  

Three generations of Turkish Cypri-
ots navigate British culture while profit-
ing off the London underworld.

This is nominally a story about crime 
and punishment among immigrants 
in London’s multicultural Tottenham 

neighborhood, but interdisciplinary artist Cin throws in every-
thing but the kitchen sink in terms of language, story, and struc-
ture. At the book’s center is Damla, born in 1991; the narrative 
encompasses her adolescence and early adulthood, but it’s more 
a story about the sacrifices people make to protect their fami-
lies and themselves. In addition to Damla and her siblings, ipek 
and Erhan, the book spends a lot of time flashing back to the 
origins of their mother, Ayla, and their grandmother Makbule 
as well as a host of friends, lovers, criminals, and partners in 
crime. There’s a plot in here somewhere, something to do with 
Ayla’s scheme to smuggle heroin into the country disguised in 
cabbages, of all things, but there’s no consistency to the story. 
There is, however, some remarkable writing as well as keen 
characterizations of Damla’s companions, none of whom are 
painted in black and white. The book’s greatest strength is its 
intense observational scrutiny, whether of the ubiquitous dol-
drums of work or the acute differences in the ways Damla and 
the people around her, notably her mother and grandmother, 
experience the world. The fragmented structure makes it read 
almost like a scrapbook; real deliberation is required in order 
to unearth the primary story and numerous subplots among 
scatterings of poetry and abrupt shifts in point of view. It’s clear 
there’s a method to the madness, though, as Cin writes, “Being 
the heroine of your own love story starts with a belief in magne-
tism, pulling the right corresponding elements towards you and 
somehow sifting out the debris.”

An anarchic, experimental debut a bit too novel for its own 
good.

I WISHED 
Cooper, Dennis
Soho (136 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-641-29304-4  

An elegy for a friend, lover, and muse 
that resists conventions of storytelling 
and expands the possibilities of the novel 
form with daring and vulnerability.

With his five-part George Miles 
cycle—beginning with Closer (1989)—

Cooper made his name as a Sadean enfant terrible, never shying 
away from depicting graphic scenes of sex and violence while 
capturing readers with hypnotic narrative authority. This group 
of novels, we learn in the opening pages of his latest, was not 
only an homage to his beloved friend—whose suicide at 30 the 
writer did not learn about until a decade later—but his only way 
of articulating a pain “that talking openly can’t handle.” Less nar-
rative than prismatic, this book explores imagined landscapes, 
George’s childhood, and the depths of Cooper’s own psyche 
to ask: How does the artist alchemize his grief into a work that 
is legible and worthy of attention? In the first major section, a 
narrator explores George’s traumatic upbringing by a sexually 
abusive father and his mental health as he transitions into adult-
hood while living with untreated bipolar disorder. Here, Cooper 
refers to himself in the third person, too, as if to examine the 
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★ “Once again, Brown shows his mastery of the 
graphic format for portraying humanity in the most 

trying of circumstances.” —Horn Book, starred review

“A succinct and impactful look at one of America’s worst tragedies, skillfully 
rendered by one of comics journalism’s best.”—School Library Journal

More from 
award-winning 

author Don 
Brown



conditions for George’s suicide through an objective eye. Other 
sections examine George and the author’s relationship to him by 
way of wry humor and playful storytelling. In one section, a secu-
lar Santa Claus—described as “a kind of genius, [who] needs to 
love someone who’s very complicated”—chooses George as his 
favorite yet agonizes over what kind of gift to offer him. Another 
section bends and twists the fairy-tale form to depict a fictional 
encounter between George and artist James Turrell’s Roden Cra-
ter. Though the book’s emotional register can seem, at times, to 
be stuck in a rut of despair, its fragmentary structure allows for a 
range of emotional valences, ranging between grief and celebra-
tion, anger and love. Cooper’s urgency to relate his friend’s story 
is felt in every word, image, and narrative move; even the most 
oddball structural decisions possess tremendous power.

Spare but powerfully wrought, this is a book that pushes 
the novel’s capacity to capture grief, love, and truth.

JACKET WEATHER
DeCapite, Mike
Soft Skull Press (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-59376-693-1  

What does love look like when 
you’re not cool anymore? A little older, a 
little wiser, and just as bewildering and 
overwhelming.

This slice of contemporary life in 
New York City could have ended poorly, 

à la movies like (500) Days of Summer or Blue Valentine, but 
DeCapite clearly has the acumen to make this brittle, sweet 
fable both romantic and realistic at the same time. The narra-
tor, Mike, is a bit of a nonentity beyond the way we experience 
the world through his eyes. The big earthquake that begins the 
book is his meeting with an old acquaintance named June, a 
survivor of the bygone punk years who still keeps a scrapbook 
with, for example, a cigarette she bummed from Iggy Pop. Mike 
becomes consumed by the soon-to-be-divorced June, still a bit 
gun-shy despite her adventurous nature. “I’ve always had a 
thing for you —twenty years ago I had a thing for you,” she tells 
him. “I was nervous to be around you because you’re a writer, I 
just thought you’re so smart, you were the coolest thing but you 
were married. Now I’m getting divorced, I need to be there for 
my divorce. I need to feel it and go through it, and I need to 
take my heart back and have my own life again.” Honest? Kind 
of. Heartbreaking? Absolutely. But DeCapite doesn’t dwell on 
the maudlin, instead constructing a narrative composed of 
equal parts Mike’s angst and self-doubt, June’s enigmatic behav-
ior, and Mike’s exchanges with the old fellas at the 14th Street 
Y, who share stories of gangsters, God, and other memories. In 
the meantime, Mike and June hold on for dear life. “Step by 
step, you go from the inside to the outside,” he explains. “Life 
is a process of being gently shown the door.” It’s a completely 
confounding relationship, which makes it feel so very real.

A sad but sweet song about the uncertainty of middle age 
and how funny it is when time slips away.

KAYA DAYS
de Souza, Carl
Trans. by Zuckerman, Jeffery
Two Lines Press (178 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-949641-19-6  

A much-anticipated novel in transla-
tion from a Mauritian maestro.

In 1999, Kaya, a Mauritian musician 
and activist, performed at a public con-
cert to advocate for the legalization of 

marijuana in the archipelago nation. Later arrested for smok-
ing weed onstage, Kaya was found dead in his jail cell within a 
few days. This ignited widespread protests and violence across 
the ethnically diverse country, which had long simmered under 
poverty and inequality, especially among the islands’ Creole 
inhabitants. This highly charged backdrop serves as the point 
of departure for de Souza’s frenetic novel, which follows San-
tee as she searches for her brother, Ram, who goes missing in 
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age and how funny it is when time slips away.” 
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the riotous aftermath. Santee’s quest barely begins before she 
escapes an attempted assault at the Négus, a popping night-
club, which then burns to the ground before her eyes. After a 
rambling ride with a taxi cab driver, Santee meets a young man, 
whom she incorrectly calls Ronaldo Milanac when she mistakes 
his tattoo of the famous footballer’s name for his own. Santee 
continues her search, and de Souza’s incessantly swift prose 
translates the racial and religious kaleidoscope of the Mauritian 
experience into a deceptively compact novel. Also notewor-
thy are the faithful incorporation of Francophone Creole and 
moments of unexpected wonderment, as when rambunctious 
monkeys interrupt Santee and Ronaldo’s Bollywood dance 
number. Long overlooked in the United States, de Souza and 
his compatriots deserve to be celebrated stateside.

An electrifying portrait of a tiny island nation on fire.

THE LIVING AND THE LOST
Feldman, Ellen
St. Martin’s Griffin (336 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-2507-8082-9  

After finding refuge from the Nazis 
in America, a young Jewish woman 
returns to her native Berlin in 1945, as 
the Allied occupation begins.

As we learn from flashbacks, Mil-
lie Mosbach and her younger brother, 

David, fled Germany as teenagers in 1938, sponsored by a gen-
erous American couple. Now Millie, a graduate of Bryn Mawr, 
and David, an American military officer and combat vet, have 
signed up for official duties in their homeland—Millie as part 
of a de-Nazification program, David to help with displaced per-
sons. Millie is in turmoil, though, holding out hope that their 
missing parents and younger sister may still be alive—and hid-
ing what she sees as a shameful secret about her escape. This 
book feels different from other historical novels about the 
Holocaust, partly because of its postwar Berlin setting. Author 
Feldman offers nuance, even irony here. While not giving any 
slack to the evildoers, she reminds us that some ordinary Ger-
mans also suffered under the Third Reich—Millie meets one 
woman whose son was murdered by the Nazis because they 
thought he was “mentally infirm.” The author also reminds 
us that antisemitism was rife in the U.S. when this story takes 
place. (Gentlemen’s Agreement, Laura Z. Hobson’s novel about 
discrimination against American Jews, was published in 1947.) 
Feldman’s writing is mostly workmanlike, though her descrip-
tion of the shattered Berlin—a “bombed out Wild West”—is 
striking. The last section of the book disappoints. It turns out 
that Maj. Harry Sutton—Millie’s boss and love interest—has 
been harboring a secret too much like Millie’s. Millie also falls 
and bloodies herself—literally—once too often, with Harry 
always rescuing her. In general, loose ends get tied up too neatly.

An often thoughtful and affecting page-turner, some 
clumsy plotting aside.

NEVER 
Follett, Ken
Viking (816 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-59-330001-5  

A complex, scary thriller that feels 
too plausible for comfort.

Republican President Pauline Green 
is trying to steer the United States 
through a dangerous world. China 
spends billions in Africa to extend its 

global influence, while North African countries like Chad are 
beset by criminals and terrorists. But that’s secondary to the 
real problem: Rebels in North Korea try to overthrow the Com-
munist dynasty and reunite the North and South, which scares 
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Let’s face it: 2020 was a bizarre year for all of us. 
But it was especially weird for novelist Silvia Moreno-
Garcia, whose horror novel Mexican Gothic became a 
surprise bestseller shortly after its June release. While 
publisher Del Rey rushed to print more books—the 
novel’s initial print run was 12,000 copies—More-
no-Garcia upgraded her computer and tried to get 
used to talking over Zoom. 

“We didn’t even know we were going to sell 100 
books,” Moreno-Garcia recalls in a conversation 
over Zoom from her home in Vancouver, Cana-
da. “But once the initial run sold before it was pub-
lished…everybody sort of realized, ‘OK, this is going 
to be a lot bigger than we thought.’ ”

It would be understandable if Moreno-Garcia 
decided to take a break after the whirlwind year, but 
she’s decided to double down. This year sees the 

reissue of two of her previous books, The Beautiful 
Ones and Certain Dark Things, as well as a brand-new 
one: Velvet Was the Night, (Del Rey, Aug. 17), a noir 
novel set in 1971 Mexico City.

The book follows two young people: Maite, a 
30-year-old lovelorn legal secretary, and Elvis, a 
21-year-old violence-averse enforcer for a govern-
ment-sponsored black-ops gang. Both are in search 
of Leonora, a missing college student—Maite wants 
her to return to their shared apartment building so 
she can stop catsitting for her; Elvis has been tasked 
to find her by his mysterious boss, who desperately 
wants to recover some incriminating photos he be-
lieves she has.

Maite and Elvis, with their shared love for Frank 
Sinatra–type crooners, aren’t your typical 1970s noir 
characters. “They’re out of date and they’re not hip,” 
Moreno-Garcia says. “That’s the point. They’re go-
ing to stand out in a crowd badly because of those 
kinds of tastes. They very much do not exist within 
the contemporary world and the world of the oth-
ers; they exist in a fantasy, romantic world.”

Music plays a big role in Velvet Was the Night, 
just as it did in her 2015 debut novel, Signal to 
Noise, about a nerdy teenage girl who discovers she 
can cast spells with the help of her favorite music. 
Moreno-Garcia’s love of music comes naturally: Her 
parents both worked at radio stations, and she grew 
up in Mexico surrounded by a huge vinyl record col-
lection. Like Maite and Elvis, the young Moreno- 
Garcia’s taste in music was not exactly contempo-

A foray into noir fiction reenergized the versatile genre writer of horror, 
science fiction, and fantasy
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB

M
artin Dee

ON THE COVER

Silvia Moreno-Garcia
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rary; she favored out-of-time albums like Paul Wil-
liams’ soundtrack to the cult-classic movie Phantom 
of the Paradise, directed by Brian De Palma.

“I listened to a lot of music from the ’60s and the 
’70s and previous time periods,” she recalls. “I was 
not listening to the Backstreet Boys and that sort 
of stuff.”

Velvet Was the Night isn’t Moreno-Garcia’s first 
foray into noir. She tackled the genre in her 2020 
novel Untamed Shore, about a young Mexican wom-
an who meets three rich American tourists who turn 
out to be not exactly who they seem.

“[Noir] is psychological,” Moreno-Garcia says. 
“It’s about the microscope and it’s about people. It’s 
not necessarily about the big stakes or the whodun-
it.”

The genre also gives her, in her words, “the capac-
ity to explore characters that have shades of gray.”

“We tend to think that evil people can be eas-
ily identified, and people who do evil things come 
around and look a specific way. But evil is not done 
just by one kind of person,” she says. “And normal 
people do incredibly evil things.”

Moreno-Garcia knows from evil. There’s no 
shortage of villains in her earlier novels and stories, 
which span genres—she’s tackled horror, science 
fiction, and fantasy and clearly doesn’t have any 
trouble hopping between genres. She says she wrote 
Untamed Shore and Velvet Was the Night at a moment 
when she was longing to do something new.

“I wasn’t sure if I wanted to write anymore, at one 
point,” she says. “I definitely did not want to write 
science fiction and fantasy anymore. It did not make 
me happy. I was having a lot of problems just a few 
years ago in the industry.”

Her work on the noir novels proved just the thing 
to shake things up a bit.

“I didn’t worry about the same things I had wor-
ried about with science fiction and fantasy anymore,” 
she says. “It was a different genre. It was a different 
category. It was almost like a different writer, a dif-
ferent me.”

Despite her busy schedule over the past few years, 
Moreno-Garcia won’t be taking it easy in 2022. She’s 
involved with the upcoming Hulu series adaptation 
of Mexican Gothic, though she warns her fans not to 
hold their breath for any announcements about the 
show soon.

“These things are very slow,” she says. “People 
constantly ask me who’s going to be in the cast, and 
we’re not anywhere close to that.”

For fans clamoring for her next book, though, 
there’s some good news: 2022 will see the publica-
tion of The Daughter of Dr. Moreau, her take on the 
H.G. Wells classic. She credits her experience writ-
ing Untamed Shore and Velvet Was the Night with her 
pivot back to science fiction.

“I was able to get happy with writing again, so 
that after I finished Velvet Was the Night, I wrote 
The Daughter of Dr. Moreau,” she says. “I was able to 
do that rather quickly, whereas before I was really 
dreading doing anything related to books. So it was 
a good switch. It was a really good switch.”

Michael Schaub is a Texas-based journalist and regu-
lar contributor to NPR. Velvet Was the Night received 
a starred review in the July 1, 2021, issue.
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the bejesus out of China. They fear the peninsula’s reunification, 
“a euphemism for takeover by the capitalist West.” The Chinese 
believe America and Europe want to destroy China “and would 
stop at nothing,” so the last thing they need is a bordering 
nation with West-leaning sympathies. And domestically, Green 
faces “blowhard” wannabe president Sen. James Moore, who 
thinks there’s no point in having nukes if you won’t use them. 
Even her personal life is complicated: Her husband “was a good 
lover, but she had never wanted to tear his clothes off with her 
teeth.” In fact, the first spouses are quietly drifting apart. Yet 
she “could not fall in love” with another man. “It would be a 
hurricane, a train crash, a nuclear bomb.” Speaking of which, 
both superpowers have ironclad commitments to protect their 
allies, even if some crazy third parties get their hands on nuclear 
weapons. Will China and the U.S. be drawn into all-out war nei-
ther wants? This novel deals with the same great-power issues as 
Elliot Ackerman and James Stavridis’ recent 2034, and both will 
give you the willies. Follett could have cut back on the North 
African subplot and delivered a tighter yarn, but then you 
mightn’t have learned that “a helicopter glides like a grand piano.” 

Anyway, that’s Follett: You’ll be so absorbed in the story threads 
that you’ll follow them anywhere—and you’ll suddenly realize 
you’ve read hundreds of pages.

On one level, it’s great entertainment; on another, a win-
dow into a sobering possibility.

MACARTHUR PARK
Freeman, Judith
Pantheon (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-31595-8  

Childhood friends from a small Utah 
town reconnect in Los Angeles, with 
unexpected results for both.

Dumped by her husband of almost 
20 years, 37-year-old Verna decides to 
head for LA. She finds temporary ref-

uge there with Jolene, the free-spirited best friend she hasn’t 
seen since high school, who is now a famous performance art-
ist. But things are clearly tense between Jolene and her husband, 
Vincent, and working-class, undereducated Verna feels out of 
place with this wealthy, intellectual couple. She finds a job in 
MacArthur Park and an inexpensive apartment nearby, “my 
own private place in the churning city.” A few months later, Vin-
cent visits with the news that Jolene has left him and moved 
to New York. Verna finds herself drawn to this odd, aloof man, 
and though he admits “I have difficulty showing my feelings,” 
he soon proposes and they are married. Flash-forward 30 years: 
The couple is still living in Verna’s MacArthur Park apart-
ment, but the building is about to be sold and they will have 
to leave, a severe disruption for change-phobic Vincent. At the 
same time, Jolene reappears, dying of cancer and asking Verna 
to take a road trip back to Utah with her. These developments 
background Freeman’s extended explorations into the com-
plexities of marriage, friendship, and art. Verna has been able to 
accept and cope with Vincent’s Asperger’s-related peculiarities 
as Jolene could not; she remains grateful that he gently intro-
duced her to the worlds of literature and art. Now, at 67, Verna 
is a respected writer, to Jolene’s rather condescending approval. 
Their long drive to Utah, in addition to showcasing Freeman’s 
bravura descriptions of diverse American landscapes, spotlights 
Jolene’s arrogance and egotism; she pontificates about feminist 
art, American politics, and the meaning of their childhood 
friendship, while Verna quietly seethes. Yet she does love this 
difficult, complicated woman, and the trip brings their relation-
ship to a new equilibrium as Jolene prepares to die. Readers 
may find it frustrating that warm, perceptive Verna has spent so 
much of her life adapting to the demands of two self-absorbed 
people, but Freeman asks us to understand that committed rela-
tionships necessarily involve conflict and compromise.

Intelligent, challenging fiction.
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HAPPY HOUR 
Granados, Marlowe
Verso (288 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-83976-4-011  

A pair of beautiful, undocumented 
party girls live the high life in New York...
though they literally do not know where 
their next meal is coming from.

As this glamorous, intelligent debut 
novel opens, 21-year-old best friends Isa 

and Gala land in New York to spend the summer. They plan to 
use their pretty faces as passports to the New York demimonde 
and to make grocery money by selling dresses at a market stall. 
Since the latter turns out to be quite the losing operation, they 
are constantly looking for gigs that pay cash. As audience mem-
bers at a TV shoot, they “only get fifty dollars each, but collec-
tively, that’s at least one late-night cab home, a dozen oysters 
during happy hour, a small bottle of Tanqueray, and maybe one 
unlimited seven-day MetroCard.” They respond to ads look-
ing for foot models and makeup shoots, one seeking “a pair of 
friends, one of whom had to be Diverse.” (“Diverse” is about 
all we ever really know about Isa’s background; Gala, we learn 
in a throwaway remark, was a Bosnian baby refugee.) Being 
members of what one acquaintance calls the “precariat” can 
be exhausting. When the girls try to improve their minds by 
attending a boring lecture on the new Belle Epoque touted in 
the New Yorker, Gala wonders, “Do you think they have a list of 
who’s in the One Percent?” It would certainly make things more 
efficient. The book, Isa’s putative diary, is chock-full of aperçus. 
On the Red Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn: “Being far away 
from a subway station must be conducive to making art.” On a 
typical New York conversation: “two people waiting for their 
turn to talk.” On the aloof brutes Isa’s always fallen for: “The 
mind reels with all the possibilities of what they might feel or 
think about you. Usually it is nothing like what you expect and 
much less complex than the thoughts you generously assign to 
them.” The girls have known each other since they were at least 
16 (that’s when Isa spent six months living in Gala’s bedroom 
and Gala got her tooth knocked out at a rave), but this sum-
mer will test their friendship and propel them into their next 
chapters. 

Like the many cocktails sipped by our discerning narrator: 
effervescent, tart, and intoxicating.

MR. BEETHOVEN 
Griffiths, Paul
New York Review Books 
(312 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-68137-580-9  

The great composer pays a visit to 
Boston in this high-concept novel about 
Old World musical genius and emerging 
American society.

The fourth novel by Welsh music 
critic and librettist Griffiths imagines Ludwig van Beethoven 
sailing from Europe to America in 1833. This is peculiar, consid-
ering that Beethoven died in 1827. But Griffiths wants to explore 
what might’ve happened if the composer had followed through 
on a commission he was once offered to write an oratorio for 
the Handel and Haydn Society of Boston. Moreover, Griffiths 
restricts Beethoven’s dialogue to documented statements 
from his papers. That makes for a novel that feels engagingly 

“Stylistically rich and thoughtfully conceived historical fiction.” 
mr. beethoven
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authentic while also working as a self-aware feat of metafiction. 
Griffiths plays with footnotes, point of view, musical notation, 
and historical records to develop his story while also putting 
Beethoven at the center of a range of lively relationships. He 
develops a gentle rapport with Thankful, a woman who teaches 
the deaf composer sign language, parries with the officious rev-
erend who’s written a dreadful libretto for the oratorio based on 
the book of Job, and tests the patience of the society members 
concerned the maestro won’t meet his deadline. (A young Her-
man Melville also makes a brief, amusing cameo.) In the pro-
cess, Griffiths spotlights a country that’s anxious to establish its 
cultural standing while still tethered to its stiff Puritan nature. 
In that regard, Beethoven is both a unifying force and a means 
to expose the fault lines. And though the Oulipian strictures 
might’ve suggested stiffness, the novel feels like the best kind 
of historical fiction, open-minded while honoring facts.

Stylistically rich and thoughtfully conceived historical 
fiction.

IN POLITE COMPANY
Hagerty, Gervais
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-0-06-306886-5  

Dissatisfied with her prescribed life, 
a young woman attempts to be bold.

As a member of the Charleston, 
South Carolina, social elite, Simons 
Parks Smythe has had her life planned 
out for her since birth. For a while she 

stuck to the script: She was a debutante, she attends functions 
at the exclusive social club Battery Hall, and her fiance, Trip, has 
the “law degree and southern pedigree” that make him a perfect 
fit for her world. But Simons is not satisfied with this life. Not 
only does she feel stalled in her career as a producer at a local 
news station, but she is also growing increasingly uncomfort-
able with the idea of marrying Trip. This discomfort is spurred 
by the less-than-perfect marriages she sees around her as well 
as Trip’s controlling behavior: “When I reached for a second 
helping of potatoes au gratin, Trip pressed his hand against my 
thigh. His signal, invisible beneath the table, told me not to 
stuff myself in polite company.” With repeated encouragement 
from her beloved grandmother Laudie to be brave, Simons 
must weigh her desire for comfort and familiarity against her 
newfound taste for freedom and individuality. From occasional 
references to Simons’ passion for environmental reporting and 
her soft critiques of the racism of Charleston high society—“It 
seems Battery Hall is even more backwards than I had feared”—
Hagerty’s attempts to set Simons apart from her peers feel 
largely shoehorned-in and underdeveloped. That said, the rich 
depictions of the Old Charleston world and its peculiar social 
rules, as well as Laudie’s intriguing backstory, give this novel just 
enough grit to make it worth reading.

A reminder of the rewards of taking the more challenging 
path.

THREE ROOMS 
Hamya, Jo
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(208 pp.) 
$22.49  |  Aug. 31, 2021
978-0-358-57209-1  

A young woman seeks a foothold in 
the ugly, precarious world of post-Brexit 
England.

As this distinctive debut novel opens, 
the unnamed 20-something narrator 

is moving into a rooming house in Oxford, a “repository for 
postdoctoral research assistants at the university” and formerly 
the home of 19th-century critic Walter Pater (so says the blue 
plaque by the front door). She’s come here after almost a year of 
spotty freelance work and occasional help from her parents, but 
she yearns for more than just a furnished room: “the end goal I 
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wanted, through any job necessary, was to be able to afford a flat, 
not just a room, and then to settle in it and invite friends to din-
ner.” In the book’s second part, however, we find she has moved 
even further from her objective—living in London, subletting 
a couch from the friend of a friend for 80 pounds per month, 
and working as a copy editor at a Tatler-like society magazine. 
All the while, the narrator notices and reflects on everything: 
university and office life; racism and anti-immigrant sentiment 
(readers learn, rather offhandedly, that she is a person of color); 
the rise of Boris Johnson to prime minister; the hulking remains 
of Grenfell Tower, where 72 largely immigrant residents were 
killed by fire. A prismatic portrait of British life and millennial 
angst emerges, with echoes of Zadie Smith and Sally Rooney, 
but the presiding spirit of the novel is Virginia Woolf, whose 

A Room of One’s Own provides the epigraph and the inspiration.
Scintillating prose and sly social observation make this 

novel a tart pleasure.

THREE NOVELS 
Herrera, Yuri
Trans. by Dillman, Lisa
And Other Stories (376 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-913505-24-0  

The Mexican postmodernist, heir 
in equal parts to Cormac McCarthy and 
Juan Rulfo, delivers a hallucinatory study 
of his country in this omnibus.

Herrera shuns proper names of 
people and places: Mexico City is the “Big Chilango,” char-
acters bear names such as the Artist, the Witch, and Mr. Q. 
His ghostly landscapes are reminiscent of Rulfo’s in the iconic 
novel Pedro Páramo, but his characters are even more ethereal. 
Many are up to no good, delivering packages whose contents 
we can only guess at, trying to avoid falling into vast sinkholes 
and the jails of La Migra. The bad guys speak as if in a Peckin-
pah film; says one, before putting a hole in a wobbly drunk, “I 
don’t think you heard a thing. You know why? Because dead 
men have very poor hearing.” One of Herrera’s central preoc-
cupations is with finding a language to convey the strangeness 
of our time and, failing that, falling into silence. That language 
can be knotted and slangy, as when a character called the Girl 
says in the first novel, Kingdom Cons, “It’s amped here, singer, 
it’s trick as shit; man, it’s all sauce; it’s wicked, slick, I mean 
this place is tight; people here come from everywhere and 
everybody’s down.” The other two novels in this loosely knit 
trilogy, Signs Preceding the End of the World and The Transmigra-
tion of Bodies (the latter a neat play on the Catholic concept of 
the transmigration of souls and playing again on the danger-
ous border between two nameless nations), are published in 
the order in which Herrera wrote them. They’re even more 
powerful read together, with their nightmare scenes of a Mexi-
can boy who, as in the Civil War, steps in to do military service 
in the U.S. for a rich kid and of nouveau-drug-rich people who 
remain in their poor neighborhood: “they just added locks and 

doors and stories and a shit-ton of cement to their houses, one 
with more tile than the other.”

A welcome gathering of centrifugal works by one of Mexi-
co’s most accomplished contemporary writers.

THE BOOK OF MAGIC
Hoffman, Alice
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-982151-48-5  

In the conclusion to Hoffman’s Prac-
tical Magic series, a present-day family of 
witches and healers wages a final battle 
against the curse that has plagued them 
since 1680.

Thanks to an ancestor’s bitter curse, 
anyone who’s been in love with and/or been loved by an Owens 
family member for the last 300 years has met death and tragedy 

“A welcome gathering of centrifugal works by one of 
Mexico’s most accomplished contemporary writers.” 

three novels



(with rare exceptions involving risks and personal sacrifice). 
Hoffman’s prequel, Magic Lessons (2020), detailed the origin of 
the curse. In this series finale, Hoffman brings the three most 
recent generations together: sisters Sally and Gillian, whose 
youthful adventures introduced the series in Practical Magic 
(1995); their beloved elderly aunts, Jet and Franny, and long-lost 
uncle Vincent, children themselves in 1960s Manhattan in Rules 
of Magic (2017); and Sally’s daughters, Kylie and Antonia, whom 
she’s shielded from knowledge of their unusual heritage and its 
curse. The novel opens with Jet about to die, aware she has no 
time to use the knowledge she’s recently gained to end the curse 
herself. Instead, she leaves clues that send her survivors on a 
circuitous path involving a mysterious book filled with magic 
that could be dangerous in the wrong hands. Then an accident 
makes the need to break the curse acute. What follows is a 
novel overripe with plot twists, lofty romances, and some ugly 
violence along with detailed magic recipes, enjoyably sly literary 
references, and somewhat repetitive memories of key moments 
from the previous volumes. While centered in the Massachu-
setts town where the Owens family moved in the 17th century, 

the novel travels to current-day England (briefly detouring to 
France) and becomes a battle of good versus evil. The Owens 
women’s greatest challenge is knowing whom to trust—or love. 
Hoffman strongly hints that the danger arising when someone 
chooses incorrectly is less a matter of magic than psychol-
ogy and morality. Ultimately, for better or worse, each Owens 
woman must face her fear of love. For all the talk of magic, the 
message here is that personal courage and the capacity to love 
are the deepest sources of an individual’s power.

An overly rich treacle tart, sweet and flavorful but hard to 
get through.

THE WATER STATUES
Jaeggy, Fleur
Trans. by Alhadeff, Gini
New Directions (96 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8112-2975-3  

A constellation of characters (and 
their servants) move, shrouded by loss 
and isolation, through their lives in 
Amsterdam.

Beeklam was born in a house on a hill 
of boulders. After his mother’s death, he lived with his father, 
Reginald, a man of “innate cruelty” and “innocent, clueless inhu-
manity.” As an adult, he lives in a large stone building near the 
harbor in Amsterdam, where he moves among his basement full 
of statues. Gaps in the walls reflect the movement of the waves 
across the stone. At night, Beeklam walks the city, gazing into 
windows and feeling content to lack any domestic entrapments 
beyond his servant, Victor: “so much happiness he was happier 
living without.” In the second half of the book, we are intro-
duced to young Katrin, who “considered everything ephemeral 
as her property.” She is especially haunted by a childhood spent 
at boarding school. Disgusted and isolated by her surroundings, 
she’s seen by the headmistress as being “gripped by some inscru-
table witchcraft.” Katrin’s “companion” is the widower Kaspar, 
and their servant is Lampe, who formerly served Beeklam’s 
father. This interconnectedness among characters is sketched 
elusively: The characters never truly interact in meaningful 
ways, mostly delivering soliloquies, sometimes to themselves, 
sometimes in the presence of others, though rarely in true dia-
logue. Jaeggy highlights this disconnectedness by structuring 
the book as a hybrid between a play and a novel. The work pro-
ceeds through these chimeric vignettes, punctuated by Jaeggy’s 
hallucinatory, nonlinear prose, where phrases recur and echo, 
and the reader moves as if through a series of dream fragments 
guided by dream logic, where statues and passing crows can be 
more real than the human beings we share our lives with. 

A beautiful but inscrutable book about disconnection and 
the passage of time.
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“A constellation of characters (and their servants) move, shrouded 
by loss and isolation, through their lives in Amsterdam.” 

the water statues
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MY SWEET GIRL
Jayatissa, Amanda
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-593-33508-6  

A Bay Area woman is plagued by 
memories of a Sri Lankan orphanage in 
this psychological thriller.

Paloma Evans, “the luckiest girl in 
the whole wide world”—or at least at the 
Little Miracles Girls’ Home—is adopted 

by do-gooding philanthropists Mr. and Mrs. Evans when she’s 12. 
That momentous event takes her away from the more dire ele-
ments of orphanage life—especially out of the clutches of the 
nasty Sister Cynthia—but it also means leaving her best friend, 
Lihini. Eighteen years later, living in San Francisco, Paloma is 
struggling: She drinks too much, feels abandoned by her adop-
tive parents, makes money from a slightly sordid source, and is 
convinced she’s being haunted by the same ghost that her fel-
low residents believed haunted the orphanage. Then she comes 
home to find her roommate dead—murdered, in fact. Soon, 
along with interactions with her therapist, Nina, she’s juggling 
the police, nosy neighbors, a potential stalker, and a friendly 
fellow Sri Lankan named Saman. Woven through with incisive 
references to Wuthering Heights, Little Women, Oliver Twist, Enid 
Blyton, The Sound of Music, and, above all, the lyrics to “Que Sera 
Sera,” the novel often has a dreamlike quality (read: nightmarish) 
that heightens its sometimes-erratic quality of psychological sus-
pense. The back-and-forth narrative between Paloma’s childhood 
at the orphanage and her fraught, haunted adulthood in San Fran-
cisco nearly two decades later is a page-turner, albeit one in which 
some surprises mesh better than others.

An uneven debut that nevertheless offers twists a-plenty.

MY MONTICELLO 
Johnson, Jocelyn Nicole
Henry Holt (224 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-80715-1  

Stories centered on racism and Vir-
ginia, anchored by a dystopian tale set in 
Thomas Jefferson’s home.

The title novella that closes John-
son’s debut book is stellar and could eas-
ily stand on its own. Plainly inspired by 

the deadly 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Johnson 
imagines a near future in which an “unraveling” has forced some 
of the town’s brown and Black residents to find safety on Jef-
ferson’s homestead. The narrator, a University of Virginia stu-
dent named Da’Naisha, is a descendant of Jefferson and Sally 
Hemings and used to have an internship on the Monticello 
grounds. She’s well aware of the irony of taking cover on a for-
mer plantation, but she has more pressing issues: She’s pregnant, 
uncertain of the father, and her grandmother is suffering from 

asthma but lacks medicine. In depicting Da’Naisha’s attempts 
to organize her fellow refugees to fend off an impending attack 
from marauding racists, Johnson crafts a fine-grained char-
acter study that also harrowingly reveals how racist violence 
repeats. Not all of the remaining stories have the same force, 
but Johnson has a knack for irony and inventive conceits. “Buy-
ing a House Ahead of the Apocalypse” is a story in the form 
of a checklist, suggesting all the ways that pursuing a sense of 
security can be products of self-delusion (“Never mind the dark-
skinned guard who wouldn’t even let you in…”). And the opening 

“Control Negro” is narrated by a man who uses his son to study 
whether a Black man who’s “otherwise equivalent to those 
broods of average American Caucasian males” could transcend 
racism. In a few taut pages, Johnson uses the setup to explore 
not just institutional racism, but fatherhood, fatalism, policing, 
and social engineering. “How does anyone know if they are get-
ting more or less than they deserve?” the narrator asks, a ques-
tion the story makes both slippery and plain as day. 

A sharp debut by a writer with wit and confidence.
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Charlotte McConaghy’s second novel, Once 
There Were Wolves (Flatiron, Aug. 3), is more than 
just a cautionary tale about the dangers of losing a 
keystone species—it’s about the stubbornness of 
humankind, the conflict inherent when an outsid-
er introduces something new to a frightened com-
munity, and, above all, the bond between twin sis-
ters. After a horrific trauma, Aggie has followed 
her twin, Inti, to Scotland, where Inti attempts to 
reintroduce wolves to the Highlands to revitalize 
the ecology. 

McConaghy, a screenwriter living in Sydney, 
Australia, explores the dangers of radical empathy 
through the presentation of mirror-touch synesthe-

sia, a rare condition Inti has suffered since child-
hood. She can feel the physical sensations that an-
other person experiences just by looking at them, 
and it is through this lens that the reader learns of 
the fallout from Aggie’s ordeal and the ongoing dif-
ficulty of Inti’s task in Scotland. 

McConaghy’s first book, Migrations, was pub-
lished in 2020. It tells the story of Franny, a woman 
intent on tracking Earth’s last surviving Arctic terns. 
Both books might fall under the classification of cli-
mate fiction, but McConaghy thinks of them out-
side the framework of a single genre. “I don’t think 
I had a moment where I thought, I’m going to write 
books about climate change.…I love writing about na-
ture, and I don’t think you can write about that 
without also writing about human impact,” she says. 

“I just couldn’t look away anymore.” These books, 
then, are an answer to a world that will continue 
to change rapidly—they are, as McConaghy puts it, 
about “an emotional connection to conservation.” 

McConaghy’s passion for the natural world also 
extends to her protagonists, dynamic women who 
aren’t afraid to fight the forces that neglect or dam-
age the environment. While there is a sense of con-
tinuity between the protagonists of both novels, 
McConaghy claims there was one significant differ-
ence in her conceptions of Franny and Inti. 

“The place I wrote Migrations [and Franny] from 
was a place of sadness and loneliness.…She was driv-
en by a sorrow for the things that she could see leav-
ing the world,” she says. Inti is “a character who’s really 

Charlotte McConaghy’s new novel is a haunting tale of women, wolves, 
and radical empathy
BY JOHANNA ZWIRNER

M
artin Dee

BEHIND THE BOOK

Once There Were Wolves
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driven by fury. And it was a joy to write that, actually, to 
write a woman who is furious.…But a book has to be a 
transition, a movement. I had to take her and myself 
on a journey into something gentler and more tender.”

Once There Were Wolves, she says, came to her in a 
flash—“I went for a walk around the bay, and within 
15 minutes I had the entire book exploding into my 
mind. I knew…it was going to be about this woman 
who wanted to take on this project. I knew she was 
going to be a twin. I knew she’d have mirror-touch 
synesthesia.” Unlike Migrations, which took several 
years to write, the new book took McConaghy only 
about a year to finish, and “a good chunk of that was 
research,” she acknowledges. 

There is an urgency to Inti and Aggie that match-
es the feverish pace of conceptualizing and writing 
this story. When we first meet Aggie, she is mute 
following a trauma that her sister also witnessed, 
the details of which McConaghy reveals to the read-
er only later in the novel. That fierce hum underlies 
the whole book, as Inti processes her own guilt and 
her place in her sister’s life even as she attempts to 
protect the wolves she and her team have fought so 
hard to see “rewilding” the Highlands. 

“I think I’ve always been fascinated by twins,” 
says McConaghy. “It’s a beautiful kind of closeness, 
but there is also a level of dependence.…It’s what 
happens when that closeness becomes the only 
thing that you can experience and it’s actually caus-
ing problems for the rest of your life.”

McConaghy is a master of the artful pivot; at 
first, throughout their childhood, Inti relies on the 
more rebellious Aggie, until, after the shattering 
event that befalls Aggie, the dynamics are reversed. 
There’s a “funny swapping of roles.…Inti starts her 
life as [the] intensely empathetic one, who believes 
the best in everyone, and Aggie’s got a…slightly 
more cynical view of things. And then because of 
that shock and trauma they go through…Inti be-
comes quite hard and closed off.”

McConaghy doesn’t consider herself an angry 
person, but she allows that her research led to more 

and more frustration at the global predicament of 
wolves. “This book became a kind of explosion of 
that,” she says. Some of her favorite facets of the re-
search process came from learning about the wolves 
themselves—how smart and strong they are, how 
capable, and, above all, how critical they are to bio-
diversity and a tenable ecological future. 

“The main thing that really blew me away,” she 
says, “was the individual personalities of the 
wolves.…It’s impossible not to love them after you 
read about them.…The people who were working 
with them loved them in that same way.…I found 
that very moving and knew that there was a story 
in that.” 

Johanna Zwirner is the editorial assistant. Once There 
Were Wolves received a starred review in the June 1, 
2021, issue.
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THE RELUCTANT KING
K’wan
Akashic (240 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-63614-014-8  

A crime family prepares for a birth-
day party.

K’wan focuses on a powerful, violent 
family in his latest urban thriller. The 
Kings live in a large home in Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey, but control a political 

and criminal syndicate in Manhattan’s Five Points neighborhood. 
The novel takes place during a single day in which the family pre-
pares for a birthday party for the matriarch, Maureen, that will 
also serve as an announcement by her husband, Chancellor, that 
he’s running for Brooklyn borough president. The book focuses 
on the couple’s three children: Ghost, a violent sociopath and 
gangster (“Men who ran afoul of him left the world of the liv-
ing”); Lolli, a savvy and ambitious nail salon owner; and Shadow, 

a 17-year-old with “little stomach for the family business.” Ghost 
spends the day taking care of the criminal side of his family’s 
business, while Lolli tries to convince a politician to endorse her 
father’s campaign, and Shadow goes in search of a missing fam-
ily member at his mother’s request. It won’t surprise readers to 
learn that the birthday party, when it happens, doesn’t go quite as 
planned. K’wan is exceptionally gifted at ratcheting up suspense, 
and his dialogue rings mostly true to life. Some readers might be 
put off by the novel’s unending machismo, in particular two sex 
scenes that read like transcripts of male-fantasy porn clips (“Mike 
plowed into her like he was drilling for oil”), but there’s no deny-
ing the writer’s talent for dark, gritty fiction. It’s a page-turner.

Suspenseful, gritty, and (sometimes painfully) macho.

LEMON
Kwon Yeo-sun
Trans. by Hong, Janet
Other Press (176 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-63542-088-3  

A taut Korean novel examines the 
aftershocks of murder.

Kwon’s first novel to be translated 
into English begins in 2002 with the 
death of 18-year-old Kim Hae-on, pre-

ternaturally beautiful but not universally admired. At first, 
the police suspect both inarticulate delivery boy Han Manu, 
who seems to know too much about Hae-on’s last day, and 
smooth, wealthy fellow student Shin Jeongjun, who gave her 
a ride in his car the night before she was found bludgeoned 
to death in a flower bed. Both, however, have alibis. The case 
remains unsolved as years go by, and the lives of the two men 
are shaped by the suspicions that have arisen around them. 
Kwon, meanwhile, switches her attention to three young 
women. Hae-on’s younger sister, Da-on, described as “short 
and dumpy,” falls into a depression and undergoes a series of 
plastic surgeries, “turning my own face into a crude patch-
work of her features.” Yun Taerum, whose “crimson lips and 
almond-shaped eyes” made her the second-most-beautiful 
girl in Hae-on’s class, falls apart, as evidenced by a series 
of one-sided conversations with a telephone counseling 
service. Sanghui, a transfer student who only knew Hae-on 
for a few months, is fascinated by the murder but not so 
personally involved. Kwon’s brief, fierce novel takes daring 
leaps through time, landing on the disturbed conscious-
ness of one character or another and leaving the reader to 
fill in the gaps of the narrative. While the murderer is never 
explicitly revealed, most readers will have no problem mak-
ing an educated guess. Kwon is less concerned with assigning 
blame than with taking a detached view of the psychological 
stresses experienced by her characters.

A chilling examination of the repercussions of violence.

“A chilling examination of the repercussions of violence.” 
lemon
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THE PECULIARITIES
Liss, David
Tachyon (336 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-61696-358-3  

In 1899 London, the scion of a bank-
ing family abandons his wastrel life for a 
lowly job with the firm that draws him 
deep into supernatural oddities.

Busy, busy, busy. First there’s Liss, 
who’s known for his historical myster-

ies but who has also written middle-grade science fiction and 
Marvel stories—14 full-length novels since 2000, plus short 
fiction and comic books. Then there’s his latest, a historical 
fantasy that combines the worlds of high finance and occult-
ism, specifically the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn 
and aberrations such as lycanthropes, ghostly slashers called 
Elegants,  and women giving birth to rabbits. The hero is 
Thomas Thresher, age 23, who has been doing little beyond 
gambling and whoring when he’s forced to take a junior clerk’s 
post with the family bank and get engaged to the daughter 
of a Jewish businessman (Liss expends an unpleasant amount 
of ink reflecting period-appropriate antisemitism). With the 
proposed nuptials and the bank’s problems in mind, Thomas 
stumbles on puzzling purchases of debts and London build-
ings. His investigations lead him to a Golden Dawn gathering, 
which includes William Butler Yeats, Bram Stoker, and Arthur 
Conan Doyle. He also meets Aleister Crowley, who becomes 
an ally, as well as a woman who has turned wolflike, while 
Thomas himself has green leaves growing on him. Many such 
Peculiars have appeared in London recently, along with a thick 
fog that has nasty tendrils, all of it tied perhaps to real estate 
and mystical portals. There are signs of haste in the writing, 
and Thomas’ frequent bouts of self-doubt slow the pace, but 
Liss tells his story well, with some nice Dickensian surprises. 
What’s most fun is when he snaps off a comic line that plays 
on the absurdities involved: “Yes, he is becoming a plant, but 
he comes from an excellent family.”

A colorful read with some rough edges but entertaining 
throughout.

A LONG WAY FROM DOUALA
Lobe, Max
Trans. by Schwartz, Ros
Other Press (208 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-63542-174-3  

Jean, an 18-year-old Cameroonian, 
confronts the threat of terrorism, police 
corruption, and his awakening sexuality 
as he searches for his older brother.

Twenty-year-old Roger has run away 
from home in the southern city of Douala, hoping to become 
a soccer star in Europe—and to escape the beatings of his 

fanatical Christian mother in the aftermath of his boozing 
father’s death. Owing to his scholastic success and gentler dis-
position, Jean (who narrates) is Mama’s boy. But torn between 
his raging mother and resentful brother, he’s been living in a 
constant state of anxiety and doubt that only intensifies when 
he tries to catch up with Roger before he manages to leave 
Cameroon. In light of Boko Haram attacks, unsavory street 
characters, and the mostly Muslim northerners’ deep-seated 
hostility toward Christian southerners, the road north is paved 
with danger. Equally scary for Jean is his attraction to Roger’s 
friend Simon, who accompanies him and whose nakedness in 
one scene causes “this horrendous throbbing in my chest, and 
especially down there...I beg for God’s forgiveness.” There’s 
a lot to unpack in this short novel, but Lobe leavens his dark 
political themes and cultural commentary with a breezy nar-
rative style, entertaining pop-culture references, and off-color 
humor: A train traveler is subjected to a strip search by police, 
who discover the “big thing” he appears to be hiding in his pants 
is his amazing “plantain.” Jean’s fixation on and nasty comments 
about female body parts is less humorous, even if they are a 
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manifestation of his feelings of weakness and self-doubt. This is 
the Geneva-based Lobe’s first book to appear in English, and it 
should open the door to more translations of his work.

An entertaining, decidedly offbeat coming-of-age story.

THE SEVEN VISITATIONS OF 
SYDNEY BURGESS
Marino, Andy
Redhook/Orbit (304 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-316-62948-5  

After surviving a home invasion, Syd-
ney Burgess begins to realize that there 
is something, literally, inside her—some-
thing malevolent.

It’s the setup to many a psychologi-
cal thriller: A woman finds a masked stranger in her house. She 
manages to cut herself loose and escape. That’s Sydney Burgess’ 

first memory, anyway, when she awakens in the hospital, but 
then she learns that the intruder is dead. Stabbed 28 times, actu-
ally. Sydney has no memory of this brutality, but as she returns 
home with her boyfriend and 11-year-old son, she notices other 
strange things: posters that seem to drip from the walls, a mys-
terious mechanical toy. As a former addict now nine years sober, 
Sydney feels like she’s living a double life at the best of times; as 
memories begin to resurface about the killing of the stranger, 
Sydney finds that there is something inside—a force, an entity, 
a power (it’s unclear)—driving her to investigate him. Discover-
ing messages from the murdered man to her boyfriend, she real-
izes that they are connected through a pharmaceutical company. 
Then, through flashbacks, it’s revealed that Sydney, just like 
the stranger, has been part of an experiment meant to temper 
the memories of addiction. Instead, things continue to go hor-
ribly wrong until there is nothing but carnage and tragedy and 
a deep, deep darkness. The “science” of this novel is shady and 
slight, which makes it hard to understand what’s really going 
on. The title conjures up a tradition of visitations both divine 
and demonic, yet the answer is decidedly unmystical, even if it 
is a bit mystifying. For a while, it even seems like the darkness 
inhabiting Sydney may be a metaphor for the haunts of addic-
tion. Then, once things are “explained,” the story really goes off 
the rails. 

Content to shock with gore and vague psychological 
discomfort.

REPRIEVE
Han Mattson, James 
Morrow/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-307991-5  

An interactive haunted house is the 
proving ground for several self-deluded 
characters.

From the outset of this novel, set 
in Lincoln, Nebraska, circa 1997, we 
know that Leonard, a 37-year-old hotel 

manager, is on trial for murdering Bryan, a participant in a 
staged horror experience. Excerpts from the trial transcript 
and chapters named for the “cells” marking the progress of the 
deadly game create a structure for this study of misplaced and/
or unrequited love. John is the impresario and puppet master 
of Quigley House, a “full-contact haunt” that has attracted a 
nationwide though decidedly niche fan base. Kendra, a new 
Quigley employee, is a 15-year-old girl still reeling from her 
father’s recent death. Playing on her neediness, John manipu-
lates Kendra into persuading her cousin Bryan to join a team 
that will endure increasingly grisly challenges in hopes of win-
ning $60,000. The other team members are Jaidee, a Thai 
exchange student at the University of Nebraska; Victor, who 
was his English teacher in Thailand; and Jane, Victor’s fiancee. 
Jaidee, who came to Nebraska to find Victor, who he thinks 
left coded love messages on his homework assignments, is also 
Bryan’s roommate. Although participants in Quigley House 



tours often end up with minor injuries and PTSD, the experi-
ence is not supposed to be life-threatening. Danger can always 
be averted by uttering the safe word, reprieve. Not this time, 
though, and the true mystery here is why? This is a worthy 
attempt at a complex psychological thriller, but it fails to stick 
its landing. The characters’ motivations are often opaque, and 
their behavior sometimes defies logic, particularly when life-
altering decisions are at stake. The plot developments build-
ing to the climax will occasion much head-scratching.

Despite some haunting scenes, a frustrating read.

HIND’S KIDNAP
McElroy, Joseph
Dzanc (614 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-950539-31-4  

McElroy’s dense, allusive novel chron-
icles the aftermath of a kidnapping.

First published in 1969, McElroy’s 
novel focuses on Jack Hind, a man fix-
ated on a kidnapping that he was unable 
to solve. As Jack wanders around New 

York City and the surrounding area, he ponders a host of top-
ics, including the failure of his marriage. But if that description 
makes it sound like a hard-boiled detective yarn, think again—
this is a sprawling, heady book that rarely goes where you’d 
expect. Readers will note references to the works of modernist 
writer John Dos Passos, futurist author Filippo Tommaso Mari-
netti, and linguist Leonard Bloomfield—making this as much 
about books, language, and storytelling as anything else. Jack 
spends some of the novel following leads left for him in mys-
terious notes, such as “If you’re still trying to break the kidnap, 
visit the pier by the hospital.” And while there are aspects of the 
book that position Hind as an amateur sleuth deeply engaged 
in the case, the novel also delves back into Hind’s own surreal 
childhood to help explain his current condition. The digressive 
scope and dense style—the second part of the novel is struc-
tured as one sprawling monologue—can take a while to get used 
to, and some passages, including Hind’s repeated use of the 
term Orientals, have not aged well. But reading this also makes 
it clear why the likes of David Foster Wallace have been drawn 
to his work. 

An ambitious novel chronicling a thoroughly fraught life.

MARGARET AND THE 
MYSTERY OF THE 
MISSING BODY
Milks, Megan
Feminist Press (256 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-952177-80-4  

Nancy Drew meets The Baby-Sitters 
Club meets Girl, Interrupted by way of 
Judith Butler.

This elaborately constructed novel 
begins with 16-year-old Margaret in her car, listening to Fiona 
Apple, obsessing about food, and sadly reminiscing about the 
club for junior detectives she led as a tween. Her one-time 
friends have long outgrown amateur sleuthing, but Margaret 
hasn’t found a new identity for herself since Girls Can Solve 
Anything disbanded. Margaret has become a mystery to herself. 
After this prelude, the narrative takes us back to a happier time, 
a time when the mysteries Margaret confronted were much 
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easier to solve. “The Case of the Stolen Specimens” centers 
on the theft of rare butterflies from the local botanical garden. 
After beginning in a realist mode, Milks takes a hard left into 
science fiction. It turns out that the thief Girls Can Solve Any-
thing has been hunting is using butterfly DNA to turn herself 
into a bug. The case that gives this book its title involves a client 
who wakes up to discover that she no longer has a body. When 
the novel shifts gears again, Margaret is in a residential treat-
ment program for teens struggling with disordered eating. And, 
once again, a realist narrative opens up to the fantastic. The 
facility where Margaret is staying is haunted, and a ghost leads 
her and two other patients on a terrifying quest. The final por-
tion of the text is, essentially, an essay explaining the novel. It’s 
here we learn that the protagonist we met as Margaret no lon-
ger identifies as a woman. What Milks presents here is thought-
provoking, but the novel they’ve written never quite coheres as 
the project they describe. “What is the difference between the 
fantasy of anorexic body mastery and the magic of hormone-
based transition? I don’t know,” Milks writes. It’s fine to not 
know, but it’s odd to append this very interesting question at 

the end of a novel where it might have been more thoroughly 
explored. There are a few moments in which we see Margaret 
struggle with her sexuality and question her gender, but those 
moments get trampled by distractions like a disembodied brain 
and a spectral suffragette. The ultimate problem is that the 
fantastical apparatus doesn’t help the reader understand the 
novel’s central character; instead, it pushes the reader further 
away from understanding. 

A fascinating concept that might have been a terrific novel.

RED MILK
Sjón
Trans. by Cribb, Victoria
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(160 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-374-60336-6  

A young man slides into neo-Nazism 
in post–World War II Iceland.

The discovery of the protagonist’s 
body in an English railway car on Page 1 

sends an unmistakable signal that this will be a grim book. But 
this slim novel—the account of a young man’s budding career 
in nationalist politics in late 1950s and early ’60s Iceland, cut 
short when he dies of cancer at age 24—offers little insight into 
what brought Gunnar Pálsson Kampen to his ignoble end and 
even less drama in its telling. There’s nothing about Gunnar’s 
childhood in postwar Reykavík hinting that through his teens 
he’ll gradually be transformed into an activist spreading false-
hoods about “global Zionism” and defending the “right of the 
Aryan to cultivate his heritage.” The novel’s epistolary middle 
section traces Gunnar’s growing attachment to far right ideol-
ogy through the 1950s, as he connects with real-life characters 
who include George Lincoln Rockwell, longtime leader of the 
American Nazi Party, and Nazi sympathizer and spy Savitri Devi, 
both of whom spent time in Iceland during their lives, without 
revealing any clear reason for his growing obsession over the 
hold he claims the “Synagogue of Satan” has on the world or 
his motivation to create a political party he calls the Sovereign 
Power Movement in a country whose Jewish population would 
barely fill a small chapel. In an afterword, Sjón admits he put 
aside any attempt to “employ pathos or myth” and that what 
he was “looking for instead was what made my character nor-
mal, to the point of banality.” The flaw in that approach is that 
it turns Gunnar into a character who lacks sufficient depth or 
interest to engage the reader’s emotions, for good or ill.

The attraction of right-wing European nationalism in one 
man’s life receives superficial treatment in this dark story.
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OH WILLIAM!
Strout, Elizabeth
Random House (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-8129-8943-4  

Pulitzer Prize winner Strout offers a 
third book linked to writer Lucy Barton, 
this time reflecting on her complex rela-
tionship with her first husband, before 
and after their divorce.

While Anything Is Possible (2017) told 
the stories of people among whom Lucy grew up in poverty in 
Amgash, Illinois, this new novel returns to the direct address of 
My Name Is Lucy Barton (2016). Lucy’s beloved second husband, 
David, has recently died, and “in my grief for him I have felt 
grief for William as well,” she tells us. Her stuttering, stop-and-
start narrative drops this and other pronouncements and then 
moves on, circling back later to elucidate and elaborate. After 
the pain of their separation subsided, Lucy and William became 
friends, close enough so that when he begins having night ter-
rors at age 69, he confides in Lucy rather than his much younger 
third wife. (Wife No. 2 was among the many infidelities that 
broke up his marriage to Lucy.) Perhaps it’s because the terrors 
are related to his mother, Catherine, who “seemed central to 
our marriage,” Lucy tells us. “We loved her. Oh, we loved her.” 
Well, sometimes; Lucy’s memories reveal a deep ambivalence. 
Catherine patronized her, referring frequently to the poverty 
of Lucy’s background and her unfamiliarity with the ways of 
more affluent people. So it’s a shock to Lucy as well as William 
when he learns that his mother was married before, abandoned 
a baby daughter to marry his father, and came from a family 
even poorer than Lucy’s. Their road trip to Maine prompts Wil-
liam’s habitual coping mechanism of simply checking out, being 
present but not really there, which is the real reason Lucy left 
him. Strout’s habitual themes of loneliness and the impossibil-
ity of ever truly knowing another person are ubiquitous in this 
deeply sad tale, which takes its title from Lucy’s head-shaking 
acknowledgment that her ex will never change, cannot change 
the remoteness at the core of his personality.

Another skillful, pensive exploration of Strout’s funda-
mental credo: “We are all mysteries.”

THE ARCHER
Swamy, Shruti
Algonquin (304 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-61620-990-2  

An ancient dance form becomes a 
paradoxical route to escape for a girl 
growing up in poverty in India.

Swamy’s debut novel focuses on the 
life of Vidya, a girl growing up in Bom-
bay in the 1960s. During her early child-

hood, her unhappy mother disappears twice, the second time 

for good. That leaves Vidya to raise her younger brother, Rishi, 
while their father works long hours. The girl is studious but 
shy and reserved, damaged by her mother’s absence. Vidya’s 
chief joy is her study of kathak, a rigorously traditional Indian 
dance form. Advancing in her skills, she becomes the student 
of an acclaimed dancer who is a demanding teacher. In college, 
studying for an engineering degree, Vidya encounters prejudice 
because of her low social class and dark skin as well as her gen-
der. She also falls in love with Radha, another young woman, 
although neither of them can express their desires in word or 
action. Asked to perform a dance as part of an amateur the-
atrical, Vidya agrees. She hopes her dance will pierce Radha’s 
heart, and it does, but it’s fateful in unintended ways. The third 
portion of the book finds Vidya in an unlikely marriage to Rus-
tom, the spoiled son of a wealthy family. Their union, and their 
choice to live in a seaside cottage apart from their families to 
pursue their artistic dreams—he’s a poet—upends just about 
every expectation of Indian society. But another fateful event 
will bring Vidya full circle, confronting the life she tried to leave 
behind. Swamy’s prose is incantatory and often lovely, swirling 
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in dancelike rhythms that sweep the story along. She builds 
a complex character in Vidya, whose urge toward autonomy 
brings results that range from ecstatic to tragic.

A young woman seeks freedom through art in a mesmer-
izing coming-of-age story.

THE ESCAPEMENT
Tidhar, Lavie
Tachyon (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-61696-327-9  

Tidhar’s latest offering transports 
readers to a liminal otherworld of spa-
ghetti Western pastiche.

Somewhere, in some city, a nameless 
man attends his dying son’s bedside, pow-
erless to save the boy. Desperate to find a 

cure, he slips into the Escapement: a Western world of maniacal 

whimsy populated by bounty hunters, stone giants, mimes, and 
clowns. Here, the ghost of John Wayne Gacy becomes a blood-
thirsty giant, and P.T. Barnum is recast as a clown-enslaving gen-
eral. The man, known in the Escapement as the Stranger, is not 
alone; most of the people in this weird desert come there from 
the real world by way of dream, drink, or death. Studded with 
features like the Big Rock Candy Mountains and the Desert de 
Soleil, the land bears intimate connections to the dying boy in 
the hospital bed—a boy who loves the circus and its clowns—
and it’s here that the Stranger hopes to find his son a panacea: 
Ur-shanabi, the Plant of Heartbeat. In keeping with its roots 
in midcentury Westerns, Tidhar’s novel casts the Escapement’s 
clowns as Native American analogs, turning the Stranger into 
their White savior and avenger, a man who knows that “one 
should never be unkind to clowns.” The author draws from an 
eclectic mix of sources to create a dazzling story that is more 
than the sum of its parts, and much of the fun of reading it 
comes from recognizing its homages. Knowledgeable readers 
will notice shades of Stephen King, Lewis Carroll, and West-
world here, and Tidhar himself cites Z. Ariel’s fairy tale, “The 
Heart of the Golden Flower,” the Epic of Gilgamesh, Salvador 
Dalí, tarot cards, and Sergio Leone as particular sources of 
inspiration.

A delightfully cacophonous novel, teeming with character.

FIGHT NIGHT 
Toews, Miriam
Bloomsbury (272 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-63557-817-1  

The author of Women Talking (2018) 
lets a 9-year-old girl have her say.

The first thing to know about this 
novel is that it’s narrated by a child writ-
ing to her father, who seems to have 
abandoned her and her pregnant mother. 

The novel-as-long-letter can often feel gimmicky, it’s difficult 
to craft a child’s voice that is both authentic and compelling, 
and it would not be unreasonable for readers to be wary of a 
book that attempts both. Readers familiar with Toews, however, 
may guess—correctly—that she’s quite capable of meeting the 
formal challenges she’s set for herself. “Mom is afraid of losing 
her mind and killing herself but Grandma says she’s nowhere 
near losing her mind and killing herself.” This is Swiv talking. 

“Grandpa and Auntie Momo killed themselves, and your dad is 
somewhere else, those things are true.” This is Swiv’s Grandma 
talking. “But we’re here! We are all here now.” This exchange 
captures the central concerns of this charming, open-hearted 
book. Swiv’s mother—an actor—is a bundle of angst, rage, and 
stifled ambition. Swiv’s grandmother, on the other hand, is the 
embodiment of joie de vivre, and it’s Grandma with whom Swiv 
spends most of her time, filling the roles of caretaker and (some-
times reluctant) accomplice. Grandma is the type of person 
who befriends everyone she meets and who finds the joy in even 
the most ridiculous and—to her granddaughter—mortifying 



m y s t e r yexperiences. As the novel progresses, we discover that this ebul-
lience isn’t the natural product of a happy life but, rather, the 
result of a conscious decision to endure terrible loss without 
becoming hard. We also come to learn why Swiv’s mom is so 
brittle. And we understand that Grandma, in all her glorious 
ridiculousness, is showing Swiv that the only way to survive is 
to love.

Funny and sad and exquisitely tender.

SONGS FOR THE FLAMES
Stories
Vásquez, Juan Gabriel
Trans. by McLean, Anne
Riverhead (256 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-0-593-19013-5  

Dark pasts catch up with the protag-
onists of this collection from the veteran 
Colombian novelist.

The nine stories in Vásquez’s second 
collection generally turn on a past lie or misdeed that won’t be 
easily put to rest. In “The Double,” a man recalls all but con-
demning a schoolmate to military service that winds up killing 
him and that death’s long aftereffects on the young man’s fam-
ily. The narrator of “Frogs” deserts from the army just before 
a scheduled deployment to the Korean War, a memory stirred 
by a chance meeting with a woman he helped through her own 
crisis at the time. In “The Last Corrido,” the lead singer of a 
musical troupe is in decline but fending off a young rival replace-
ment, exemplifying the tension between the past and the future. 
Though these characters are flawed, often unethical, Vásquez 
withholds stern moral judgment; “Us,” for instance, mocks the 
urge to find simple, satisfying answers for a man’s disappearance. 
As ever, Vásquez is concerned with his home country’s history, 
but the shorter form gives his prose a welcome tightness; each 
story (via McLean’s translation) is crisp and conversational. 
Still, he can infuse historical breadth to the short form: The 
closing, title story concerns the unfortunate fate of Aurelia, a 
free-spirited woman and one-time newspaper columnist whose 
family was consumed by the country’s 1948 civil war. Through-
out, Vásquez paints a picture of a country that’s constantly buf-
feted by violent political rivalries, narcos, and war and where 
even bystanders get drawn in. “They’re sending us far away to 
get killed so there won’t be so many of us they’ll have to kill 
here,” a soldier cracks in “Frogs,” and that note of fatalism runs 
through the whole book. 

A bracing set of stories about smaller traumas embedded 
among a country’s larger crises.

MERCY CREEK
Browning, M.E.
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-762-6  

A young Colorado girl’s disappear-
ance raises agonizing questions for her 
estranged parents and for the detective 
spearheading the search for her.

Lena Flores  is only 11—too young 
to be in danger of seriously misbehaving 

but not too young to have decided when her parents divorced 
five years ago that she wanted to live with her father. Now, on 
a weekend she’s supposed to be staying with her mother, ER 
nurse Tilda Marquet, she doesn’t show up to her 4-H assign-
ment at the local fair, and Tilda can’t find her. Her ex-husband, 
veterinarian Lucero Flores, insists that he didn’t pick her up, 
and Marisa Flores, the daughter who lives with Tilda, has been 
too busy juggling her high school romances and pursuing her 
dreams of being an entrepreneurial influencer to have seen 
what happened to her kid sister. Detective Jo Wyatt swings 
into action even though most of her superiors in the Echo Val-
ley Police Department are convinced that the girl has just wan-
dered off and will come back home when she’s hungry. When it 
gradually becomes clear that Lena’s vanishing is anything but 
routine, Jo, who’s reluctant to accept the politically motivated 
promotion to sergeant she’s been offered by incoming Chief 
William Prather, focuses on several obvious suspects. Aaron 
Tingler, a new deliveryman for the Valley Courier, has just come 
off probation for burglary. Peeping Tom Sebastian Vescent is a 
registered sex offender who broke parole to move into his aunt’s 
house in the neighborhood. And Lucero himself has a history 
of violence. After sifting through these mostly uninspired can-
didates, Browning comes up with a solution that’s as disturbing 
as it is surprising.

A heartfelt procedural that isn’t afraid to sweat the details.

FALLEN
Castillo, Linda
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Jul. 6, 2021
978-1-2501-4292-4  

A formerly Amish police chief revis-
its earlier times to solve a brutal murder.

On hearing that Rachael Schwartz 
has been found viciously beaten to 
death in a Painters Mill motel, Police 
Chief Kate Burkholder remembers her 

as an adventurous child she used to babysit and a rowdy teen 
unsuited for Amish life. Rachael had recently written a book on 
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the Amish that added new enemies to the ones she’d made with 
her wild ways, but it’s still hard to imagine who could hate her 
enough to batter her to death. Kate visits Rachael’s childhood 
friend Loretta, who still kept in touch with her and whose horse-
crazy daughter reminds Kate of Rachael. Even though Loretta 
always seemed too shy to make a good friend for Rachael, their 
youthful bond still endures, and Loretta’s reluctant to talk about 
Rachael and their shared past. Kate enlists the Ohio Bureau of 
Criminal Investigation for help in processing the scene and 
checking out all the leads. Rachael had done well for herself 
but seemed to be living above her means and certainly hadn’t 
mellowed with age. Kate, who’s fallen from Amish grace her-
self, identifies with Rachael in a visceral way that makes the case 
special for her. Acknowledging that someone from her present 
life may be the killer, she still believes the answer lies in the past, 
and her hunch is borne out when shocking secrets come to light 
that roil the community and put her own life in danger.

Another dive into the past to solve crimes among the 
Amish that explores the group’s tense relationship to the mod-
ern world.

THE MYSTERIOUS 
BOOKSHOP PRESENTS 
THE BEST MYSTERY 
STORIES OF THE YEAR 
2021
Ed. by Child, Lee
Mysterious Press (451 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-61316-238-5

Editor Child, series editor Otto Pen-
zler, and their colleague Michele Slung 

team up to offer 20 gems from 2021 in the first volume of a new 
series.

Many of this year’s best follow a familiar road: pitting a rug-
ged male hero, often with military street cred, against the bad 
guys. Doug Allyn’s “30 and Out” features an Afghan War vet 
who hunts a colleague’s killer; Jim Allyn’s ex-Army police vet-
eran worries about being teamed with an unreliable partner in 

“Things That Follow.” But a surprising number include less tradi-
tional crime busters. A young man entranced with the Irish lan-
guage is the gentle hero of Andrew Welsh-Huggins’ “The Path 
I Took.” Sara Paretsky’s V.I. Warshawski, a familiar female gum-
shoe, makes a welcome appearance in “Love & Other Crimes” 
along with the female proprietor of Wilde Investigations in Jan-
ice Law’s “The Client.” Moms get into the act in Alison Gaylin’s 

“The Gift” and Tom Mead’s “Heatwave.” So do new friends, in 
Martin Edwards’ “The Locked Cabin,” and frenemies, in Jacque-
line Freimor’s “That Which Is True.” And in a startling tribute 
to the power of sisterhood, Joseph S. Walker shows how quickly 
female strangers can bond if the need is urgent in “Etta at the 
End of the World.” Women take starring roles on the wrong side 
of the law in John Floyd’s “Biloxi Bound” and Joyce Carol Oates’ 

“Parole Hearing, California Institution for Women, Chino, CA.” 
Child’s selections seem especially appropriate for 2021, a year 

that promises change on so many fronts. The only exception is 
the unexplained bonus reprint, Ambrose Bierce’s “My Favorite 
Murder,” a bitter tale of a man who revels in the sadistic murder 
of his uncle. That one belongs to 2020.

Diverse and diverting.

SAMMY TWO SHOES
DePoy, Phillip
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-5066-9  

A quick trip to New York turns deadly 
for a good-hearted former car thief who’s 
now a valued agent of the Florida Child 
Protective Service.

Foggy Moscowitz can’t resist the 
allure of seeing two of his favorite sing-

ers in a New York club. His reputation as a mensch causes the 
news of his arrival to spread, and he’s soon greeted by his child-
hood friend Sammy Two Shoes. Sammy begs Foggy to help his 
girlfriend, Phoebe, who’s getting death threats, possibly from 
an actress named Emory, a crazy cast member of a show she’s 
managing. Soon after Emory’s found stabbed with a pencil, the 
cops arrest Phoebe. Sammy’s so desperate to get her out of jail 
that Foggy calls on his Aunt Shayna, whose brisket is the best 
and who’s still connected to the mob. Since everyone feared and 
hated Emory, Foggy keeps looking for other suspects, working 
with Helen Baker, Phoebe’s public defender, even after Sammy 
claims that he stabbed Emory himself. Hired by Helen to inves-
tigate, Foggy soon turns up another childhood acquaintance, 
Tanner Brookmeyer, a stone killer with a finger in every dirty 
pot in the city who’d like nothing better than to see both Foggy 
and Sammy dead. Sammy helps Foggy pull off a raid on Brook-
meyer’s apartment, where the discovery of damning evidence 
may help clear the case—unless the hail of flying bullets kills 
them all first.

An amusing caper that takes the sting out of its brutality 
by emphasizing the hero’s good points.

THE NOT QUITE 
PERFECT MURDERER
Duffy, Margaret
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-5061-4  

A married couple with a danger-
ous past struggles in vain to keep a low 
profile.

Patrick Gillard and his wife, Ingrid, 
are leading a quiet life in a small English 
village while Patrick investigates insur-

ance claims and Ingrid writes crime novels. Their friend DCI 
James Carrick of the Bath Criminal Investigation Department 

“A married couple with a dangerous past 
struggles in vain to keep a low profile.” 
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is looking into the murder of a teen whose death may be tied 
to a gang of hapless robbers who break into houses and high-
end shops, steal valuable pieces, and leave a trail of dead bodies. 
Patrick and Ingrid, MI5 veterans who now do part-time jobs 
for the National Crime Agency, have just the skills needed to 
help Carrick, who’s broken his leg playing rugby. But do they 
want to make themselves targets of yet another criminal gang? 
In Patrick’s case, the answer is yes, for he finds his insurance 
work boring except for his latest case, which involves a rich man 
who blames his gardener for damage to his car. The gang mem-
bers are mostly offspring of the dim Baker family, all of them 
rumored to take orders from a wealthy crime boss. As Patrick 
works to pull together the threads of the criminal tapestry, he’s 
surprised to learn that his insurance case may be part of a bigger 
picture.

The pair’s unusual background and complex personalities 
add interest to the workmanlike way they go about solving 
crimes.

A SURPRISE FOR CHRISTMAS 
And Other Seasonal 
Mysteries
Ed. by Edwards, Martin
Poisoned Pen (272 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-4642-1481-3  

Edwards, who must either really love 
or really hate Christmas, presents yet 
another collection of seasonal mysteries 
originally published between 1893 and 

1963, half of them during the 1950s.
The most serious disappointment is Catharine Louisa 

Pirkis’ “The Black Bag Left on a Doorstep,” the historically 
important but uninspired introduction of detective Love-
day Brooke, which Edwards has evidently chosen to make 
the other 11 reprints look good. And so they do. The high-
lights are stories by celebrity authors tweaking their usual 
formulas. G.K. Chesterton’s ceremonious “The Hole in the 
Wall” replaces Father Brown with the lesser-known Horne 
Fisher. The vanishing knife in Carter Dickson’s “Persons or 
Things Unknown” offers a precursor to the historical myster-
ies he would perfect as John Dickson Carr. And the normally 
suave Julian Symons’ “Father Christmas Comes to Orbins” is 
an elaborately plotted jewel robbery that goes elaborately 
wrong. For the rest, Roderick Alleyn solves the mystery of an 
unpleasant bully electrocuted by his radio in Ngaio Marsh’s 

“Death on the Air”; raffish Arthur Crook rescues a student 
nurse and her doctor fiance when their innocent actions land 
them in the clutches of a gang of murderous drug dealers 
in Anthony Gilbert’s overlong “Give Me a Ring”; the short-
shorts by E.R. Punshon, Ernest Dudley, Victor Canning, 
Cyril Hare, and Margery Allingham provide virtuoso lessons 
in how much action and atmosphere can be packed into 10 
pages; and Barry Perowne’s “The Turn-Again Bell,” in which 
a Christmas miracle saves both a stubbornly anti-religious 

father who’s refused to participate in his daughter’s wedding 
to the rector’s son and the rector in question, ends the vol-
ume on the most Christmassy note of all.

Is the Yuletide well running dry? Only next year will tell.

EVERY HIDDEN THING
Flanagan, Ted
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-764-0  

True to its title, Flanagan’s debut 
novel exposes every hidden thing in 
Worcester, which comes across as the 
dirty-laundry capital of Massachusetts 
and maybe the world.

Called to the scene of a premature 
childbirth, paramedics Thomas Archer and Julio Tavares 
find that City Hall clerk Daisy Fontana’s  son, Miguel, has 
already been born with the active but maladroit assistance 
of ex-cop Eamon Conroy and that the delivery hasn’t gone 
well. Tavares implores his partner to keep it all quiet. But 
Archer, who, one of Flanagan’s gratuitously overdetermined 
flashbacks shows, was largely responsible for getting Con-
roy kicked off the force and sent to prison before Worcester 
Mayor John O’Toole, his eye on the governor’s mansion, wan-
gled a pardon for him, files another complaint against Con-
roy, who retaliates with all the brutality you’d expect of the 
future governor’s fixer. In other news, veteran Courier police 
reporter Lu McCarthy, Archer’s one-time unofficial stepsis-
ter, is downsized but promised a safety net if she files some 
stories supporting Conroy, and Gerry Knak, a misfit aflame 
with conspiracy theories stoked by his late wife, takes sev-
eral steps closer to active membership in the Mount Marne 
Militia, which his father-in-law, industrial egg farmer Avis 
Locke, co-founded. As all the players and pawns jockey for 
position, you may wonder just how all the explosive develop-
ments they promise will fit together—until you realize that 
every single one of them, good guys and bad, is fueled by rag-
ing senses of isolation and entitlement, even if they couldn’t 
agree less just what it is they’re entitled to: wealth, power, 
security, a peaceful family life, another dawn.

A rich, reeking, ambitious study of an urban jungle that 
could be Everytown. More, please, without all those flashbacks.
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THE CORPSE FLOWER 
Hancock, Anne Mette
Trans. by Chace, Tara
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-828-9  

Hancock’s striking debut rips the lid 
off a 3-year-old murder case and reveals 
even uglier secrets beneath.

DS Erik Schäfer, of the Copenhagen 
police’s Violent Crimes Unit, is perfectly 

satisfied that he knows who cut attorney Christoffer Mossing’s 
throat and left him to bleed out in his own bed. Minutes after 
the murder, the security camera in Mossing’s driveway captured 
an image of Anna Kiel leaving the house without making the 
slightest effort to conceal herself. But that was the last anyone 
saw of Anna—until now, when she’s begun to send insinuating 
notes to Demokratisk Dagblad business reporter Heloise Kaldan 
that are unsettling in their reference to amorphophal lus titanum, 
the so-called corpse flower native to Sumatra, and their ritualis-
tic closing lines and disturbingly detailed knowledge about the 
scant details of Heloise’s private life. Already treading on thin 
ice ever since the confidential information her lover, Martin 
Duvall,  the communications chief to the commerce secretary, 
provided for her exposé of a fashion mogul’s investment in a 
textile factory in Bangalore didn’t quite pan out, Heloise strains 
to avoid any contact with the presumptive killer. The deeper 
she digs into the cold case, however, the closer its nightmarish 
details seem to impinge on her own past. Schäfer, meanwhile, 
is brusquely brushed off by real estate tycoon Johannes Moss-
ing, who seems actively opposed to getting justice for his son’s 
murder. The highly suspicious hanging of Ulrich Andersson, 
the ex-reporter who covered the case for the Dagblad, kicks the 
investigation into high gear. But it won’t be laid to rest until 
Heloise comes face to face with Anna and hears why she was so 
indifferent to that security camera three years ago.

Scandinavian noir at its noirest. It’s hard, maybe unthink-
able, to imagine how Hancock will follow it up.

WREATHING HAVOC
Henry, Julia
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-4967-3309-2  

The murder rate continues to rise in 
historic Goosebush, Massachusetts.

Lilly Jayne shares her lovely Victorian 
home with researcher Delia Greenway 
and, at the moment, a few other friends 
who need temporary quarters. All are 

mourning the loss of Leon Tompkin, who was deeply involved in 
the Goosebush Players as both an actor and a financial backer. 
His sudden death has exposed a number of cracks in the relation-
ships among competing theater groups, and his son, Fred, who 

lives in California, has asked the organized and knowledgeable 
Lilly to help settle his estate, which includes masses of disorga-
nized paperwork generated by Leon’s constant second thoughts 
about bequests. Movie stars Jeremy Nolan and Annabelle Keys, 
former spouses who started their careers in Goosebush, agree to 
do readings for a special production honoring Leon. Police Chief 
Bash Haywood, who’s counted on Lilly and her Garden Squad 
friends in the past, is a bit suspicious of Leon’s supposed heart 
attack, and his suspicions harden into certainty when Jeremy 
drops dead while eating a mini cupcake at a post-play party. The 
state police take over the high-profile case but ignore the many 
leads unearthed by Lilly’s work on the estate’s problems. Because 
the answer to the mystery seems to lie in the past, Delia’s skills 
searching through papers and archives are especially welcome.

The complex past and argumentative present take a back 
seat to the delightful members of the sleuthing Garden Squad.

DAUGHTER OF THE 
MORNING STAR
Johnson, Craig
Viking (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-59-329725-4  

The sheriff of Absaroka County, 
Wyoming, has solved many an odd case, 
but none so odd as his search for a miss-
ing girl. 

Native American women have expe-
rienced extreme violence for years, many of them vanishing 
without a trace. So Walt Longmire isn’t entirely surprised when 
a favor he’s doing for Chief Lolo Long of the Cheyenne police 
leads him to a search for a missing teen. Jaya, Long’s niece, is a 
star basketball player for Montana’s Lame Deer Morning Stars 
high school who’s gotten more than 20 notes threatening her 
life; her sister, Jeanie, is among the missing. Along with his 
friend Henry Standing Bear, Longmire realizes he must inves-
tigate Jeanie’s disappearance to have any chance of helping Jaya, 
who has prodigious athletic talent but no team spirit. Jaya’s 
mother is an alcoholic who’s currently in the county jail, and 
her father, only recently out of jail, is involved with a White 
supremacy group that provides plenty of suspects. “It is not as 
unusual as you might think,” Henry says. “Half-Natives go into 
the prison in Deer Lodge and come out indoctrinated.” Long-
mire interviews the people who were with Jeanie when she van-
ished from a van that was stopped for repairs as well as others 
who might be connected to the case; the most surprising and 
useful information comes from Lyndon Iron Bull, a farmer who 
claims to have seen Jeanie some time later singing in a snow-
storm. He introduces Longmire to the concept of the Wander-
ing Without, a spiritual black hole that devours souls. Finding 
the concept fascinating, Longmire has his own encounter with 
something dangerous that can’t be seen. 

A mysterious adventure that spotlights the horrific expe-
riences of Native women whose abuse is often unseen and 
unreported.

“A mysterious adventure that spotlights the horrific experiences of 
Native women whose abuse is often unseen and unreported.” 

daughter of the morning star



HOOKED ON A FELINE
Kelly, Sofie
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593199-98-5  

When a well-liked endodontist and 
part-time rocker is murdered, a small-
town librarian relies on her magical cats 
and her wits to solve the case.

Sure, Kathleen Paulson’s always 
known that Mike Bishop played in 

Johnny Rock and the Outlaws, but she’s never appreciated how 
good he is until she and her friends see a live reunion concert. 
It’s unbelievable that the endodontist who perfected her smile 
can also wail on the guitar and truly rock out. Kathleen’s boy-
friend, Marcus, and her closest friend, Roma, are equally in 
awe. But Mike’s not one to brag, and when Kathleen runs into 
him after the show, he’s more interested in discussing his recent 
genealogical research than in projecting a rocker persona. In her 
librarian role, Kathleen’s been helping Mike find resources to 
research his Finnamore family history, and he’s finally ready to 
draft his family tree. Kathleen can even recommend an artist 
to help Mike turn his research into something beautiful. But 
before the transition from notes to art can get underway, Mar-
cus calls Kathleen with some shocking information from his 
role as the Mayville Heights police detective: Mike is dead, and 
the signs point to murder. Kathleen is shocked that someone 
would murder Mike, who was universally liked, and feels she 
must discover the truth. Unlike in many other cozies, Kathleen 
and Marcus share information in mutual faith that one of them 
will solve the case. Of course, Kathleen has the advantage of 
Owen and Hercules, cats with magical powers that may help 
guide her to answers. 

Author and heroine both know what they’re doing in this 
cat-centric cozy.

WHEN CHRISTMAS COMES
Klavan, Andrew
Mysterious Press (244 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-61316-240-8  

The most wonderful time of the year 
doesn’t do a bit to deter Klavan from his 
trademark razzle-dazzle plotting.

Nothing bad, it seems, has ever hap-
pened in the patly named town of Sweet 
Haven, which is both 20 miles and a 

whole world away from the Fort Anderson Army base—at least 
not until ex–Army Ranger Travis Blake kills his sweetheart, 
elementary school librarian Jennifer Dean, hacks her to pieces, 
and dumps her remains in a nearby lake. Since Blake has volun-
teered a full confession, there’s no mystery to solve. Yet noth-
ing about the crime seems to make sense, and Public Defender 
Victoria Grossburger, convinced that her client is lying, asks 

her friend and former lover Cameron Winter to find evidence 
that will prove it. Winter, a literature professor who sees things 
other people don’t, has a fairy-tale backstory as a poor little 
rich boy ignored by his parents and still haunted by a story his 
nanny’s brother told him as a child about a wintry encounter 
with a young woman who was stabbed to death by her father 
more than 200 years ago. Klavan has limited interest in stitch-
ing together the different pieces of his puzzle—everything’s a 
psychomachia, Winter eventually decides, as if that settled it 
all—but the climactic surprise, following complications that 
get wilder and woolier, is not so much logical as inevitable. And 
readers who can swallow the miracle of Christmas may well 
decide that they can accept this frankly fictional and oddly 
inspirational tale as well.

Just the thing for one of those lengthening nights between 
Halloween and Christmas.

EVERYTHING IS JAKE
Lieberman, Jethro K.
Three Rooms Press (436 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-953103-11-6  

Prolific lawyer and retired law 
professor Lieberman’s first solo novel 
is a whimsical tale of a secret plot to 
make seriously bad guys incriminate 
themselves.

Throughout his long and storied 
criminal career, Romo Malbonum, the Deckled Don, has 
never had to answer any legal charges. But one day, FBI agent 
Dewey Sisal tells Assistant U.S. Attorney Mallory Greenstock, 
the Don approached him and said he wanted to confess in 
court to a litany of crimes. In order to ensure that everything’s 
aboveboard, Malbonum will be represented by the illustrious 
Jedidiah Cardsworth Tillinghast, one-time college roommate 
of the presiding judge, Horton Pickscreed, and the confession 
will be captured on video. The only condition is that the pro-
ceedings must be wrapped up by this coming Friday. Mallory 
rubs her eyes, asks a few skeptical questions, and agrees, and 
Malbonum appears on schedule and confesses for hours as 
Judge Pickscreed looks on in growing bewilderment. Weird? 
Absolutely. But not nearly as weird as the moment days later 
when Malbonum, now that he’s been duly recorded, sentenced, 
and imprisoned, maintains that the whole confession was a 
hoax because whoever made it wasn’t him, despite oodles of 
evidence that it was. Troubled and baffled, Mallory calls on 
her old acquaintance and consulting detective T.R. Softly to 
get to the bottom of the mystery, and within days, Softly has 
discovered that this entire spectacle has been a mere curtain 
raiser to a deep-laid plot against President Mark Malleycorn 
Pohtiss, an intemperate crackpot whose public pronounce-
ments, reprinted at length, are so demented and fact-free that 
the FBI’s code name for him is Fruitcake. 

A broad, sweetly fantastical satire just perfect for readers 
in the mood.
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MARKED MAN
Mayor, Archer
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-2502-2416-3  

Every single member of the Brattle-
boro squad of the Vermont Bureau of 
Investigation is needed to run down the 
epic malfeasance headquartered in the 
state’s largest private house.

When a medical student discovers 
that the death of Nathan Lyon, the narcissistic patriarch who, 
in an uncharacteristically generous gesture, donated his body 
to science, was anything but natural, his widow, Monica Tardy, 
barely pays attention. She lives in an opulent converted fac-
tory that also houses Nathan’s son Rob; Nathan and Monica’s 
son Mike; Gene Russell, the son Monica gave up for adoption 
at an early age; Mike’s and Gene’s wives and children; and sev-
eral boutique companies, from ER Ceramics, which Gene runs, 
to Food Flourish, a partnership between Mike and Michelle 
Lyon. The rest of the family seems barely more moved even 
after a second domestic demise they just can’t persuade them-
selves is suspicious. Squad leader Joe Gunther takes turns with 
Lester Spinney, renegade Willy Kunkle, and Willy’s live-in 
partner, Samantha Martens, diving into the family’s past and 
unearthing an endless history of adulteries, illegitimate births, 
underhanded business deals, and concealed felonies that fully 
justify manse manager Kimona Alin’s description of the place 
as “Lord of the Rings […] meets Lord of the Flies.” Meanwhile, 
foolish wise guy Eddie “Mouse” Moscone, after completing a 
prison term for a murder he confessed to but didn’t commit, 
visits a series of Rhode Island mobsters to find out who actu-
ally did kill Vito Alfano and why they wanted him to take the 
fall. Tracing the unlikely but inevitable connections between 
Mouse and the Lyons will eventually pay off with a handsome 
surprise just when you think Mayor couldn’t possibly surprise 
you again.

A deep dive into a mall-sized closet full of skeletons.

INSPECTOR CHEN AND THE 
PRIVATE KITCHEN MURDER
Qiu Xiaolong
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-5071-3  

A particularly intriguing case triggers 
a sleuthing rebirth for a former police 
detective.

In the twilight of his career, veteran 
inspector Chen Cao has been eased out 

of the Shanghai Police Bureau, put on sick leave, and given 
the nominal post of director of the Shanghai Judicial System 
Reform Office. Considering his frequent scrapes with Com-
munist Party loyalists and the outsider status his literary 

passions have earned him, this ought to be the perfect spot 
in which to live out his golden years. But when his former col-
league “Old Hunter” mentions the plight of young Min Lihua, 
Chen’s professional curiosity is piqued. It doesn’t hurt that 
Min shares Chen’s literary soul or that Old Hunter flatters 
Chen by continuing to call him Chief. Min, whose private din-
ner parties have made her something of a celebrity, has been 
arrested for the murder of an attendee. As Chen investigates, 
he realizes that the juiciest thread in the case involves high-
ranking Party official Judge Jiao, whose sex video has turned 
up on the internet. The Party’s fervid desire to transfer Min 
far away from the public eye also makes the detective suspi-
cious. As in Chen’s dozen previous cases, bits of verse and ref-
erences to favorite writers and books are woven into the tale. 
Chen’s identification with the righteous fictional sleuth Judge 
Dee fuels his quest for justice. The plot is full of unpredictable 
detours and sidebars that intensify the pleasure of following 
Chen’s vibrant curiosity.

An exhilarating blend of recent history, mystery, and the 
writer’s craft.

A DREADFUL DESTINY
Rowe, Rosemary
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8991-1  

Freeman Libertus, now a Roman 
citizen and councilor in Roman Britain, 
once more displays his talent for solving 
mysteries.

The year 194 C.E. brings problems to 
Glevum in the persons of a Roman sena-

tor and his reluctant bride-to-be. The Roman Empire has been 
roiled by a deadly fight over a new emperor, and followers of the 
losing candidates are in dire trouble. Senator Hortius Lollius 
Valens is eager to marry, but his fearful, headstrong bride, Drus-
cilla Livia, flees Rome to escape him. Libertus is worried about 
his own wife, Gwellia, who has a badly infected foot, but she 
insists he go into town for a festival lest he face arrest and dam-
age his patron Marcus Septimus Aurelius’ reputation. Marcus’ 
wife is about to give birth, but that’s the least of his problems 
once Drusilla seeks sanctuary in his house. He fears to offend 
her because she’s related to the new emperor’s wife, but he’s 
even more fearful of the newly arrived Hortius, who proves to 
be a cruel and calculating man who’ll let nothing stand in the 
way of his schemes. Libertus tries to figure out a way to res-
cue Marcus from his dilemma, but his plans are upended when 
Hortius pays the ultimate price for his misdeeds and Libertus is 
forced to produce the killer or risk ruining his patron’s life.

This installment in Rowe’s long-running series produces 
a major surprise that promises an interesting future for her 
hero.



SOMETIMES AT NIGHT
Sanders, Ben
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-5053-9  

Back in Flatbush after his stint in 
the witness protection program in New 
Mexico, Marshall Grade gets handed a 
case in the worst possible way.

Like Marshall, Ray Vialoux is no lon-
ger one of the NYPD’s finest. With the 

encouragement of drug trafficker D’Anton Lewis, he’s run up a 
$67,000 gambling debt to Frank Cifaretti, who runs book out of 
his Brighton Beach bagel shop and who’s just sent Ray a pointed 
message: “MONEY BY TUESDAY, NO COPS.” Is there any-
thing Marshall can do to help? Ray asks over a diner lunch that’s 
cut short when Ray’s killed by a shotgun blast that pierces the 
establishment’s window. Now that it’s too late to help his old 
friend, Marshall at least wants to avenge him. But every conver-
sation that follows is awkward. Detective Floyd Nevins, who’s 
retiring the day the debt was due, keeps Marshall at arm’s length, 
and Deputy Inspector Loretta Flynn treats him like a low-grade 
fever. Hannah Vialoux is understandably ambivalent about dis-
cussing her husband’s murder with her ex-lover, and her teenage 
daughter, Ella, looks through him as if he weren’t there. Lewis 
threatens to gut Marshall with a knife he displays, and Cifaretti, 
when Marshall finally catches up with him, quite reasonably asks 
why he’d cancel a debt by killing the debtor. Could the motive for 
Ray’s execution lie in his investigation of the death of Jennifer 
Boyne, whose sudden, unmotivated suicide has left her parents 
devastated? To get to the bottom of the mystery, Marshall must 
slog awkwardly through a thicket of felonies, one perp at a time.

His return to his home turf makes this the least distinctive 
of the appealing hero’s three cases to date.

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

LIGHT FROM 
UNCOMMON STARS 
Aoki, Ryka
Tor (384 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-250-78906-8  

A runaway trans girl, a harvester of 
souls for hell, and a family of refugee 
alien doughnut makers collide in unex-
pected and wondrous ways.

Katrina Nguyen is on the run. She’s escaped her violent 
father and come to crash in Los Angeles with a queer friend, 
except now that she’s actually here, he’s not exactly as welcom-
ing as she’d hoped. But she’s got her laptop, her hormones, and 
her violin—everything she needs for now. Shizuka Satomi is 
looking for her next student. The world knows her as a legend-
ary violin teacher, sometimes called the Queen of Hell. What 
no one knows is that she’s had 49 years to actually deliver seven 
souls to hell. Now her time is almost up, and she wants her last 
soul to be someone special. Lan Tran and her family run Star-
rgate Donut, but they too have a secret: Their doughnuts are 
replicated, not baked, and they are alien refugees from a galactic 
war. Used to rejection and hatred, Katrina can’t bring herself to 
trust the offer of private violin lessons from a striking stranger. 
But as her life gradually begins to intertwine with the lives of 
Shizuka, Lan, and other colorful, well-drawn characters, every-
one receives unexpected gifts of tenderness. Musicians selling 
their souls to hell shouldn’t fit in the same story as alien dough-
nut makers building a stargate, but somehow all these elements 
combine to create something wild and beautiful.

Filled with mouthwatering descriptions of food and heart-
swelling meditations on music, this novel is an unexpected gift.

THE FREE BASTARDS 
French, Jonathan
Del Rey (560 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-593-15668-1 

The rip-roaring, shelf-bending con-
clusion to French’s Lot Lands trilogy—
following The Grey Bastards (2018) and 
The True Bastards (2019)—follows a group 
of badass, war pig–riding half-orcs as they 
attempt to end a bloody war with humans 

(known as “frails”) and finally liberate themselves and their lands. 
It’s nothing short of an adventure fantasy masterwork.

With the giant thrice-blood Oats (born of an orc and a half-
orc) as the focal character, the story leaves virtual burn marks 
on the narrative pavement from the action-packed, adrenaline-
fueled opening sequence, in which Oats is involved in an auda-
cious mission to free some hoofmates from a frail prison and a 
subsequent battle in which they’re surrounded by enemies atop 
a mountain of skulls. The action and intensity only increase 
from there as Oats, Fetching (the hoof ’s legendary female 
chief), Jackal, Polecat, Sluggard, Anvil, and the rest of the band 
of mongrel orcs maneuver through a gauntlet of adversaries, 
including invading frail armies, scheming wizards, and god-
touched warriors. French’s expert worldbuilding creates a vir-
tual wonderland for fantasy fans, inhabited by half-orcs riding 
massive war hogs across a sprawling wasteland, giants, cyclopes, 
monstrous birds of prey, and marauding centaurs. But the real 
power here is in the author’s ability to bring these fantastical 
beings to life, with character development so deep and insight-
ful that readers will find themselves emotionally connected not 
only to the main characters, but to a host of supporting players 
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“One of the most original fantasies to come 
along in years; like Tolkien on a bender.”

the free bastards
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as well, including Muro, an orphan boy Oats befriends, and 
even Oats’ giant war pig, Ugfuck. Oats’ poignant journey of self-
discovery, in particular, will have more than a few readers weep-
ing by novel’s end.

One of the most original fantasy sagas to come along in 
years; like Tolkien on a bender.

THE LAST GRADUATE
Novik, Naomi
Del Rey (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-593-12886-2  

A teenage witch with a natural affin-
ity for dark magic prepares to run a 
deadly graduation gauntlet in this sequel 
to Novik’s Deadly Education (2020).

Galadriel “El” Higgins has finally 
reached her senior year at the Scholo-

mance, putting her one step closer to her ultimate goal: get back 
home or die trying. After getting a sneak peek at the monster-
packed hallway she must survive if she wants to graduate, the 
witchy teen returns to her classes and cliques with scarcely 
more insight than before. El knows enough to realize that her 
mana stores are a fraction of what they should be—come gradu-
ation, she will lack the magical juice she needs to kill monsters 
and make it out alive. Her fake-dating relationship with Orion 
proves to be a lucky “in,” netting her a new string of tenuous 
alliances as well as access to a wellspring of free mana. But what 
could be a compelling adventure story falls apart here, as the 
novel relies on relentless bouts of infodumping to keep readers 
up to speed on where the Scholomance’s monsters come from 
and what they can do to unsuspecting students. None of these 
paragraphs-long blasts of information recount the details of 
El’s last excursion, however, and so readers who have forgotten 
Novik’s previous novel, or who have never read it at all, will find 
no springboard ready to help them dive into the author’s new-
est offering. Those who stumble upon this volume risk being 
unmoored, as the narrative picks up immediately following the 
events of its predecessor, without stopping to introduce any-
thing, including the narrator. Ultimately, El’s seemingly ency-
clopedic knowledge of every monster in the school, combined 
with her continued refusal to enter into any genuine alliance 
with classmates, leaves readers to wonder what she could pos-
sibly have left to learn—or fear—in the Scholomance.

A sequel that repeats the mistakes of its predecessor while 
failing to break new ground.

NO GODS, 
NO MONSTERS 
Turnbull, Cadwell
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-982603-72-4  

In the first of a series, the monsters 
who have always lived among us emerge, 
endangered by prejudice, doubt, and at 
least one deadly, ancient cult.

Laina mourns the death of her 
estranged brother, Lincoln, lost to drug 

addiction and killed by a cop. Then a mysterious person sends 
her a video of the incident, which shows Lincoln transform-
ing from wolf to man. When Laina tries to share the video 
online, the unedited version soon vanishes from the internet. 
Someone has revealed that animal shifters, witches, and other 
supernatural beings exist...but someone else seems dedicated 
to obscuring—or exterminating—that truth. As these so-called 

“monsters” consider the dangers of becoming more public, their 
allies must decide whether they, too, will take a stand and risk 
themselves as well. Calvin, a man with the power to move along 
the timeline of any parallel universe except his own, serves as a 
semiomniscient and flawed first-person witness to these events, 
even while greater powers observe him. As in Turnbull’s first 
novel, The Lesson (2019), the otherworldly aspects of the story 
act as a lens that brings the characters’ richly depicted lives and 
complex relationships into sharp focus. Despite her eldritch 
origins, it’s easy to sympathize with Sondra, a senator from St. 
Thomas and secret weredog, who longs for her missing parents 
and both loves and resents her adopted sister, Sonya, a blood-
drinking and usually invisible creature hiding many secrets. The 
struggles of Laina’s girlfriend, Rebecca, a werewolf who has 
faced many losses and made many mistakes, are absorbing, as 
are the struggles of Laina’s husband, Ridley, an asexual trans 
man yearning for his parents’ approval even as he devotes him-
self to improving society through cooperative enterprise.

This is a deeply human story, beautifully and compellingly 
told.



r o m a n c e

UNCHARTED
Anders, Adriana
Sourcebooks Casablanca (384 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Aug. 24, 2021
978-1-4926-7753-6  

A pilot and a mountain man elude a 
team of assassins in the wilds of Alaska.

Leo Eddowes is the pilot for Polaris, a 
team of elite ex-military operatives. Their 
current mission: trying to locate a deadly 
virus before it’s found by Chronos Corp, 

the American pharmaceutical company hoping to weaponize 
it. When the trail goes cold, Leo’s team evacuates the remote 
town of Schink’s Station, leaving her behind to recover from a 
bout of flu. The next morning, an older woman from the town 
approaches Leo with directions to a remote cabin, promising 
that she’ll find what she’s looking for there. Leo has no choice 
but to investigate. After a harrowing solo flight, Leo finds Elias 
Thorne, a man with a mysterious past who says he knows the 
location of the virus. The novel is a test of Leo and Elias’ physi-
cal endurance in the harsh Alaskan backcountry. They traverse 
melting ice floes, hike remote mountain trails, and elude hungry 
grizzly bears, all while trying to outwit and outsmart the relent-
less pursuers from Chronos, led by an enigmatic tracker named 
Ash. The harsh environment and close proximity force Leo and 
Elias to lean on each other for survival, and their mutual respect 
and overwhelming attraction lead to love. Anders’ writing is 
brisk, with deft descriptions of the unforgiving landscape and 
its taxing effects on the human body. The book is an action-
packed survival story and rip-roaring adventure, but romance 
readers might wonder if Leo and Elias’ connection will outlast 
their intense circumstances. The nonstop pacing outshines the 
moments of quiet connection and emotional intimacy, which 
leaves the romance feeling slightly underdeveloped.

A dazzling adventure eclipses a still-pleasing romance.

NO WORDS
Cabot, Meg
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-308225-0  

At Little Bridge Island’s first annual 
literary festival, the attending authors 
create enough drama to fill several novels.

Jo Wright, author of popular chil-
dren’s book series Kitty Katz, Kitten Sit-
ter, is not feeling as perfectly “pawsitive” 

as her plucky feline heroine. She’s been dealing with terrible 
writer’s block ever since Will Price, author of several supersuc-
cessful maudlin romances, bad-mouthed her books to a reporter 

from the New York Times. Now prone to wearing all black and 
embracing a less-than-sunny approach to life, Jo is way behind on 
her deadline for Kitty Katz No. 27 and in need of funds to move 
her ailing father out of New York City and to a warmer climate. 
So, when Jo receives an unexpected invitation—complete with 
$10,000 stipend—to the Florida Keys for Little Bridge Island’s 
first literary festival, she can’t really justify turning it down. 
There’s only one downside: Will Price is not only attending the 
festival, but he’s also its largest donor. Jo, along with a zany cast 
including magician/fantasy author Garrett Newcombe and her 
best friend, YA novelist Bernadette Zhang, are all charmed by 
the island’s hospitality and the festival’s fancy events. But when 
Jo and Will’s past animosity seeps into the present and unsavory 
rumors come to a head, Little Bridge finds itself in the eye of a 

“purr-fect” storm. This third trip to Little Bridge—following No 
Judgments (2019) and No Offense (2020)—puts Cabot’s trademark 
wit and vibrant characters on full display. While some key fac-
ets of the plot are underdeveloped—the explanation for Will’s 
unsavory behavior is unsatisfactory, as is Jo’s extreme reaction 
to it—the charming small-town setting, intriguing hate-to-love 
romance, and authentic look behind the scenes of a literary get-
together make for a winning combination.

This frothy, made-for-summer read earns its place 
poolside.

A LOT LIKE ADIÓS 
Daria, Alexis
Avon/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-06-295996-6  

Childhood best friends have a sec-
ond chance at love.

Oppressed by the weight of family 
expectations after his high school gradu-
ation, Gabriel Aguilar left the Bronx for 
Los Angeles and never looked back. Thir-

teen years later, he co-owns a successful gym; he used to love work-
ing one-on-one with clients, but he’s bored and unhappy now 
that his job is nothing but calendar alerts and endless meetings. 
Gabe’s partner has hired Michelle Amato, a marketing expert, 
to help them with the gym’s New York expansion, unaware that 
she was Gabe’s childhood best friend and next-door neighbor. 
Michelle is excited for the chance to rebrand Agility Gyms but 
also hopes to finally find out why Gabe abandoned their friend-
ship. Daria excels at writing strong, interesting conflict for her 
characters. Michelle is determined to protect herself after too 
many heartbreaks: She was devastated when Gabe moved to 
LA and was personally and professionally burned in corporate 
America. Gabe learns that his inability to stand up for himself in 
business is related to his penchant for running away. Gabe and 
Michelle know they should be careful with their hearts, but they 
cannot resist their powerful attraction or shared history, which is 
detailed on the page through instant messages from their teen-
age years. Michelle and Gabe battle their inner demons and 
take a chance on each other, and the result will delight romance 
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readers. Not only is it a satisfying and steamy romance, but the 
novel also explores how family and friends can be an essential 
part of a happy, fulfilling life. 

A sexy, satisfying romance about people who finally grow 
into being right for each other.

THE DUCHESS HUNT
Heath, Lorraine
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-295201-1  

 A duke entrusts his secretary with 
the task of selecting his new duchess. 

Penelope Pettypeace is the rarity of 
rarities: a woman employed as a personal 
secretary to a high-ranking member of 
the aristocracy. She’s a consummate 

professional even though she’s been secretly in love with Hugh 
Brinsley-Norton, the Duke of Kingsland, for years. King is aware 
that he must take a bride and have heirs, but he has no interest in 
courtship. He decides on a more direct route and places an adver-
tisement inviting London’s eligible young women to write letters 
describing their qualifications for the role of duchess. King asks 
Penelope to choose the best candidate, unaware of her feelings 
for him; he also refuses to admit that his hyperawareness of 
Penelope is a sign that his feelings for her are more romantic than 
professional. Things change between them when a mysterious 
threatening letter appears in the mail. King has no choice but to 
reveal a terrible secret about his past, not knowing Penelope has 
a secret of her own that might ruin her if it comes to light. Their 
evolution to lovers is pleasing and satisfying, especially since they 
have to trust each other with truly devastating stories from their 
pasts in order to make a future together. Heath explores how 
society’s confining rules force people into uncomfortable and 
even desperate choices. The end result is a fascinating explora-
tion of power, but the narrative choice to reveal Penelope’s secret 
to King and the reader simultaneously leaves the book feeling 
frustratingly unbalanced.

A complex romance explores how two lovers are influ-
enced by class, gender, and societal expectations.

WHEN SPARKS FLY
Hunting, Helena
St. Martin’s Griffin (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-2506-2470-3  

Two friends become something more 
after a terrifying car accident puts things 
into perspective for both of them.

Avery Spark and Declan McCormick 
have been best friends since college and 
now live together in a Colorado Springs 

condo. Avery runs Spark House, an event hotel started by her 

grandparents, while Declan is a successful financial adviser. 
Avery is heading to their alma mater for a meeting about host-
ing events, and Declan is going to drive there with her and 
watch a soccer game, but after a night of heavy drinking and a 
one-night stand that hasn’t ended by Sunday morning, Declan 
bails, leaving Avery to make the trip herself. Unfortunately, 
the forecast calls for heavy rain, and Avery has been an anx-
ious driver since her own parents died in a car accident when 
she and her sisters were young. History (almost) repeats itself, 
and Avery is in an accident; she winds up hospitalized, and 
Declan is wracked with grief. He promises to make it up to her 
by looking after her recovery once she’s released. As Declan 
cares for Avery, who’s healing from many broken bones and 
bruises, their yearslong friendship gives way to steamy attrac-
tion. Things should have ended here, as there is enough mate-
rial for an emotional and satisfying romantic arc, but Hunting 
jumps the shark by adding a viral scandal. High on pot brown-
ies, Avery posts a social media rant that jeopardizes Spark 
House’s standing with the public, its sponsors, and its ven-
dors. This wholly unnecessary plot addition weakens Declan 
and Avery’s romantic journey with a large dose of secondhand 
embarrassment. Still, the cast is lovely; Hunting knows how to 
throw together a fun group of characters and lay the founda-
tion for potential sequels. Declan is a self-assured man who 
can admit when he’s really messed up. Avery is a wonderful 
older sister and leader, making those around her feel at ease. 
The supporting characters—Avery’s two sisters and her and 
Declan’s group of friends—make the romance richer. If only 
the plot were as nuanced. 

Unnecessary plot twists sink this promising romance.

THE LADY GETS LUCKY
Shupe, Joanna
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-06-304505-7 

A mutually beneficial exchange of 
knowledge—seduction lessons for reci-
pes—turns into passion, friendship, and 
love.

Shupe returns not just to the Gilded 
Age, but to the specific house party 
in Newport featured in The Heiress 

Hunt (2021), the first book in the Fifth Avenue Rebels series. 
In this installment, the focus shifts to heiress Alice Lusk and 
scoundrel Kit Ward. Alice yearns to get out from under the 
thumb of her controlling, cruel mother, but she doesn’t want 
to marry just anyone. She wants to find someone who cares for 
her, not her sizable dowry. While attending a party spanning 
several days, she enlists the charming Kit to teach her how to 
seduce a man. Kit aspires to open a supper club in New York 
City and can use Alice’s detailed knowledge of recipes from a 
famous chef who used to work for her family. The two are sur-
prised by their delight in each other and start to cherish their 
time together, but with differing goals, they are set to go their 
separate ways unless they can reevaluate their priorities. The 



“kissing lessons” trope is carried off excellently here because it’s 
paired with rich, developed characters. Alice and Kit both have 
self-esteem issues stemming from their relationships with their 
parents, but it affects them differently. The way they each find 
confidence because of their connection is moving, while their 
physical chemistry is sizzling. Pacing issues and forced obsta-
cles beleaguer the second half of the book, but there’s enough 
heart and heat to sustain the reader’s interest.

Not quite chef ’s kiss perfection but still pretty dang 
delicious.

THE EX HEX
Sterling, Erin
Avon/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-302747-3  

A small-town witch is forced to make 
magic with the man who broke her heart 
when his return sets a series of supernat-
ural disasters in motion.

Nine years ago, Vivienne Jones 
decided to get over the boy who’d 

dumped her in the only way she knew how: by putting a curse 
on him. Given that it had been a spell performed after copious 
amounts of vodka, she hadn’t placed much stock in its success. 
But when Rhys Penhallow finally reappears for the annual fall 
festival in Graves Glen, Georgia, home to both witches and 
ordinary people, Vivi begins to sense that her breakup hex 
might have worked a little too well. In the beginning, it’s easy 
for her to dismiss some wacky occurrences as pure coincidence, 
but after Rhys invites her to help him magically recharge the 
town’s secret ley lines and the spell goes terribly wrong, they 
realize they have more problems on their hands than a mere 
curse. Now, Graves Glen is threatening to fall into total chaos, 
with problems ranging from possessed wind-up skulls to a talk-
ing cat to a very unhappy library ghost. It doesn’t help that as far 
as Vivi’s attraction to her ex is concerned, it’s almost too easy for 
her to fall right back into the past and all her old feelings. Put-
ting out small magical fires around town is one thing, but the 
more often Vivi and Rhys have to put their heads together to 
solve this mess, the more tempting it is to see if they can pick up 
where they left off nine years ago—if Vivi can ever forgive Rhys 
for breaking her heart. Although the story’s resolution may feel 
a bit hurried, Sterling’s novel is ultimately crisp and sweet, like 
biting into the perfect caramel apple, and makes for an equally 
delicious autumn treat that will sweep readers up into a world 
of whimsical magic. 

A wickedly funny rom-com about the power of second 
chances, family, and love.
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nonfiction
THE DRESSMAKERS 
OF AUSCHWITZ
The True Story of the Women 
Who Sewed To Survive
Adlington, Lucy
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-06-303093-0  

The tale of surviving the “hideous 
anomaly” of a fashion salon run by Hed-
wig Höss, the commandant’s wife.

Adlington, a British fashion historian, digs into the sto-
ries of “seamstresses who defied Nazi attempts to dehuman-
ise and degrade them by forming the most incredible bonds 
of friendship and loyalty.” The author, who fictionalized this 
material in her young adult novel, The Red Ribbon, contin-
ues, “as needles were threaded and sewing machines whirred 
they made plans for resistance, and even escape.” Adlington 
emphasizes the importance of clothing in the making of the 
Nazi Aryan mystique, from the brownshirts to the swastika 
to the folk garments that Jews were prohibited from wear-
ing to the high fashion that Nazi wives demanded. Several of 
the young seamstresses came from Bratislava, the products 
of devout families, and many went to school together dur-
ing the 1930s as antisemitic rhetoric heated up. Marta Fuchs, 
one of the young women, was a trained cutter who moved to 
Prague in the late 1930s to pursue her dream of haute couture. 
At the same time, Jewish firms were increasingly subject to 
Aryanization. “The main goal of Aryanisation went far beyond 
simply causing distress and hardship,” writes the author. “The 
prize…was actual ownership of Jewish businesses, as well as 
elimination of competition.” Ultimately, Fuchs and the other 
women and their families were transported to labor and death 
camps. At Auschwitz, Höss established a salon near her villa, 
run largely by Fuchs, called the Upper Tailoring Studio. Fuchs 
incorporated in the team of seamstresses her friends and 
acquaintances as a way to save them from punishing labor and 
certain death in the gas chambers. Adlington poignantly delin-
eates how closely clothing and dignity were linked, especially 
in the camps, where the women were denuded and deloused 
mercilessly. The author also clearly shows the sickening insou-
ciance with which Nazi wives would plunder the camp ware-
house, crammed with stolen clothes and possessions from the 
enslaved workers.

A fresh, moving Auschwitz survival story involving a 
remarkable group of women.
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SPEAK, SILENCE
In Search of W.G. Sebald
Angier, Carole
Bloomsbury (656 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5266-3479-5  

Searching biography of the German 
writer, who wrestled with the horrors of 
the Holocaust.

Working without authorization of 
the Sebald estate but without its opposi-

tion either, biographer Angier (Jean Rhys, Primo Levi) delivers 
a careful portrait of Winfried Georg “Max” Sebald (1944-2001) 
replete with astute literary analysis. Its title echoing a favorite 
book of Sebald’s, Nabokov’s Speak, Memory, Angier’s life centers 
on her subject’s learning of the Holocaust as a young student and 
of his father’s willing service in the Wehrmacht. The moment 
was critical. “He had always been notably intelligent,” writes the 
author, “but now he began to pull away from his classmates. He 
became a wide, unorthodox reader, and more and more critical 
of accepted opinions.” When he was 21, he moved to England, 
where he taught at the University of East Anglia, where he wrote 
such significant works as The Rings of Saturn, Austerlitz, and On the 
Natural History of Destruction. Even though he was an expatriate, 
Angier remarks, Sebald insisted on teaching courses in German 
so that he would not lose connection with the language of a peo-
ple from whom he was deeply alienated. As Angier notes, Sebald’s 
work resists easy classification: One publisher listed his titles as 
fiction, travel, and history all at once. Fire is a central image in his 
work, to which Angier gives sensitive attention, finding linkages 
between his life and writing and those of Friedrich Hölderlin, a 
poet of two centuries earlier. The author considers Austerlitz to 
be Sebald’s “masterpiece…the peak of his imaginative identifica-
tion with the victims of the Holocaust, and of his psychological 
investigation of trauma.” She also places his death—not of the 
automobile accident he caused, but of an aneurysm that killed 
him behind the wheel—in the context of his certainty that he 
was destined to die early, having assumed so much of the weight 
of guilt and sorrow.

Every serious reader of Sebald’s will find much of value 
here.

WHERE TOMORROWS 
AREN’T PROMISED
A Memoir of Survival 
and Hope

Anthony, Carmelo with Watkins, D.
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster
(208 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-982160-59-3  

The coming-of-age story of a future 
NBA Hall of Famer who has conquered 

numerous challenges on his journey.

Anthony is recognizable even if you’re not a fan of the game. 
A consensus All-American and NCAA champion at Syracuse, 
three-time Olympian, and 10-time All-Star, he’s had a remark-
able run. For those looking for a deep dive into his profession 
or notes on the mechanics of his game, this isn’t it; but it’s more 
than that. Many sports memoirs start with an origin story, but 
this one is more thought-provoking than one might expect. 
Kudos to Watkins, who shapes the narrative and rhythm without 
stepping on Anthony’s voice. The book begins at Madison Square 
Garden at the 2003 NBA draft; Anthony was the third pick after 
LeBron James and Darko Miličić. “Am I excited?” he remembers. 

“I’m a Black kid from the bottom. I had to fight through some 
of the toughest housing projects in America. I’m standing here 
tonight as a potential top five, top three, maybe even top two 
NBA draft picks….My mom had worked two jobs for as long as I 
could remember. Now I would be able to take care of her, buy her 
a house, a car, a mink—whatever she wanted—and that was excit-
ing.” The primary story is the author’s impressive life trajectory, 
from the projects of Red Hook, Brooklyn, to the mean streets 
of Baltimore to Syracuse and, eventually, NBA superstardom and 
sports icon. Throughout, the losses are palpable, including the 
death of his stepfather to diabetes and the murder of his older 
cousin. Through it all, Anthony has stayed true to his core beliefs. 

“I’m loyal to everybody, because I believe in humanity,” he writes. 
“But I’m especially loyal to my family and the people I love, even 
if I know they wouldn’t do the same for me. That’s just how I am, 
no questions asked.”

Neither a tell-all nor an exercise in self-aggrandizement, 
this is an inspirational, engaging story from a straight shooter.

BURNING BOY
The Life and Work of 
Stephen Crane
Auster, Paul
Little, Brown (784 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-250-23583-1  

The acclaimed novelist tackles the 
enigmatic life and work of American fic-
tion writer, poet, and sometime journal-
ist Stephen Crane (1871-1900).

Much has been written about the New Jersey–born Crane, 
who succumbed to tuberculosis at age 28. An inventive and pro-
lific writer, Crane is best known for The Red Badge of Courage as 
well as enduring short works such as “The Blue Hotel” and “The 
Open Boat.” Though Crane has sparked the interest of numer-
ous biographers and novelists—e.g., Edmund White’s imagina-
tive 2007 novel Hotel de Dream—many readers will be curious 
about Auster’s take. Like Crane, Auster is from Newark, and his 
writing is also recognized for its inventiveness. He’s passionate 
about Crane and aims to elevate his relevancy. “Crane is now in 
the hands of the specialists, the lit majors and PhD candidates 
and tenured professors,” writes Auster, “while the invisible 
army of so-called general readers, that is, people who are not 
academics or writers themselves, the same people who still take 

“Neither a tell-all nor an exercise in self-aggrandizement,this 
is an inspirational, engaging story from a straight shooter.” 

where tomorrows aren’t promised



So far this summer, I’ve had the 
pleasure of visiting Boulder, Col-
orado, and Ithaca, New York, for 
gatherings of friends and family. 
Each of these locales offers distinct 
and abundant natural beauty, from 
the rugged foothills of Boulder to 
the dramatic gorges and waterfalls 
of Ithaca (the T-shirt is right: Itha-
ca Is Gorges). Returning to swelter-
ing Charleston, South Carolina, I’ve 

retreated to the air conditioning to further my nature 
journey via three nourishing August books. All quotes 
come from the Kirkus reviews.

Meg Lowman’s Arbornaut: A 
Life Discovering the Eighth Conti-
nent in the Trees Above Us (Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, Aug. 10) is 
a treasure for tree huggers like 
me. “Canopy Meg” is an expert 
in treetop science, an area lit-
tle understood by most readers, 
and her debut book chronicles 
her “obsession [with] foliage—
not a gripping subject except in 
her hands.” As Lowman notes 
early in this delightful voyage, 

“Upward of half of all terrestrial creatures…live about 
one hundred feet or more above our heads.…Across 
more than sixty thousand species of trees, nearly every 
one hosts unique communities.” It’s a book to savor, 
perfect for anyone seeking to deepen their knowledge 
of trees, forests, and the remarkable interconnected-
ness of nature.

Back down on the ground, 
we have James Rebanks’ Pas-
toral Song: A Farmer’s Journey 
(Custom House/Morrow, Aug. 
3), a “beautifully written ele-
gy to traditional farmers and 
farming methods.” Named the 
best nature book of 2020 by 
the Sunday Times, this charm-
ing, earthy narrative takes us 
to the Lake District of Eng-
land, where the author spent 

much of his childhood working with his grandfather 
on his farm. Schooled in the “old ways” of farming, 
Rebanks eventually inherited the farm, but “over the 
years…[he] witnessed the lamentable transformation 
of the land as corporations began buying local farms 
and introducing ‘modern’ technologies. By the time 
he inherited [it], most of the local farmers and work-
ers were gone, there were no worms in the fields, and 
the stone barns, walls, and hedges had been ploughed 
in the name of progress. The tools and practices intro-
duced decades earlier had taken their toll, and much of 
the damage was irreversible. Even as people became 
more obsessed with food, they remained disconnected 
from the land. People worried about what they should 
eat and wanted options, but they had little knowledge 
regarding how to sustainably produce food.” Not just 
a colorful portrait of a bucolic idyll, the book is also “a 
lovely cautionary tale filled with pride, hope, and re-
spect for the land and its history.”

Across the Irish Sea, in 
southwest Ireland, are the ver-
dant hills of County Clare, the 
setting for In Kiltumper: A Year 
in an Irish Garden (Bloomsbury, 
Aug. 17), by Niall Williams and 
Christine Breen. In 1985, the 
husband-and-wife team moved 
there from New York, settling 
in the tiny town of Kiltumper, 
Breen’s ancestral home. They 
narrate a year’s worth of sea-
sonal rhythms and flora and 
fauna throughout their Irish garden, a cherished place 
that they render in “graceful, evocative prose.” The 
book will appeal to any devoted gardener, and it also 
serves as an inviting snapshot of a place many of us will 
never visit. And it’s not just about gardening: “Both 
in their 60s, [the authors] also reflect on family (their 
grown children live in New York), loss, and the passage 
of time, ‘something a garden keeps redefining in plant 
terms, not human ones.’ Country living, Breen reflects, 
teaches ‘about darkness and stars, about sunlight and 
silence, about things out of your control’: about the in-
evitability of change.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau
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pleasure in reading old standbys such as Melville and Whitman, 
are no longer reading Crane.” Throughout, Auster conveys a 
highly personal, idiosyncratic perspective on his subject and the 
biography form itself: “You cannot curl up on a sofa and settle 
into a book by Crane. You have to read him sitting bolt upright 
in your chair.” Yet, having spent nearly three years on this proj-
ect, he may have been too eager to ensure his efforts were put 
to good use, as he exhaustively evaluates countless sources (pri-
mary and secondary) while probing and dissecting Crane’s writ-
ing. Auster’s in-depth exploration of major works like Red Badge 
is engrossing, as are most of his renderings of Crane’s life expe-
riences, such as the shipwreck that inspired “The Open Boat.” 
However, when Auster applies his admittedly erudite methods 
to Crane’s lesser work and to tangential events, the narrative 
suffers from bloat. Running close to 800 pages, the book would 
have benefitted from streamlining.

Essential for Crane scholars; less engaging for others.

MY FIRST THIRTY YEARS
A Memoir
Beasley, Gertrude
Sourcebooks (336 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-72824-288-0  

A memoir from a hitherto unknown 
educator and reformer, first published in 
Paris in 1925.

Born in little-settled West Texas 
in 1892, Beasley had an oppressively 

unhappy family life. Her father was a “restless, violent alcoholic” 
who moved his 13 children frequently as he pursued one pipe-
dream scheme after another. Her siblings were, by her account, 
uninspired and unintelligent—and worse: “I did not like my 
three oldest brothers (I feared, mistrusted, and hated them at 
times, chiefly because of their treatment of me which I look 
upon now as pure rape. There was no play about it)”. An early 
student of Freudian psychology, Beasley catalogs instances of 
sexual abuse while revealing herself to be ahead of her time 
in attitudes toward sexual relations. While she glances over 
her father after a divorce that put the now splintered family 
into financial peril, she recounts endless fights with a petu-
lant, depressive mother, of whom she writes, “Sometimes I 
thought I hated my mother more bitterly than anyone in the 
world.” Freedom came when she earned a teaching degree and, 
in time, ended up in educational administration in the Pacific 
Northwest only to run afoul of her boss. Readers familiar 
with Marguerite Noble’s novel Filaree (1979) will find Beasley’s 
memoir to be a companion piece of sorts, though the latter is 
wooden by comparison. Problematic, too, is that the author is 
not an especially sympathetic character, particularly because 
she is consistently disdainful of those she considers intellectu-
ally or culturally inferior (“in my heart of hearts I never liked 
the people of the Baptist church and held the best of them in 
suspicion”), not least her own family: “None of them was ever 
capable of carrying on an intelligent conversation. My home life 

was in every way a retrogression: there was no soul, no love, no 
intelligence.” That she was able to leave home at 17 was doubt-
less mutually satisfying all around.

For students and scholars of early feminism.

OUR BIGGEST EXPERIMENT
An Epic History of the 
Climate Crisis
Bell, Alice
Counterpoint (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-64009-433-8  

Broad-ranging history of the cata-
strophic crisis that is well underway.

Bell, a climate activist based in Lon-
don, opens her account with a moment 

that will come as news even to readers versed in the literature: 
when a scientist and women’s rights activist named Eunice 
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Newton Foote demonstrated in 1856 that “an atmosphere heavy 
with carbon dioxide could send temperatures soaring.” The 
results of Foote’s experimental work were presented to the 
American Association for the Advancement of Science and then 
shelved until 2011, when a petroleum geologist chanced upon it. 
As Bell writes, it would not be the first time that data would 
be ignored. Her narrative zigzags among the Enlightenment 
and the present and points between, tracing how ideas about 
the climate as a world system came to be codified. Some of the 
narrative feels like a data dump, but the author’s account takes 
on greater force in her discussions of the near past and present, 
when inescapable evidence mounts to indicate how badly we’ve 
erred in overlooking the deleterious effects of fossil fuels. And 
it is we, collectively, who have brought this on. Although “the 
climate crisis has been and remains a problem of elites’ mak-
ing,” enriching a handful of mostly White men, it is a problem 
that has been aired in the past and then brushed aside time 
and again. Bell is at her best when recounting these frequent 
observations, many of which were taken positively, as when a 
Swedish glaciologist argued that the retreat of glaciers around 

the world was really an example of “climate embetterment.” It 
has become clear that it is not an improvement, and Bell warns 
that we have to remake the world’s economy while also adapt-
ing to the effects of climate change already in motion—“and we 
have a rapidly vanishing snippet of time in which to do all this.”

A touch scattered but of interest to anyone concerned 
with climate change and our long, lamentable history of 
ignoring it.

“FRANKLY, WE DID 
WIN THIS ELECTION” 
The Inside Story of How 
Trump Lost
Bender, Michael C.
Twelve (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jul. 13, 2021
978-1-5387-3480-3  

Wall Street Journal senior White 
House reporter Bender turns in an 
engaging fly-on-the-wall account of the 

losing Trump 2020 campaign.
“I’m the president, and I’m going to stay the president.” So 

said the former president, who, throughout this circumstantial 
narrative, wanders hallways late at night, bewildered that it 
didn’t work out that way. Trump, of course, is famously unre-
flective—though also a fan of magical thinking, as when he 
asserted that Covid-19 was simply “going to go away.” Paranoid 
and superstitious, Trump tried in vain to reconstruct the 2020 
campaign so that it went exactly like 2016, but he failed at every 
turn. “Trump had made derisive nicknames his hallmark but 
couldn’t find the handle in 2020,” Bender writes, to give just one 
example. “He tried at least ten different times to rename the 
former vice president. ‘Sleepy Joe’ was one of the first and most 
common, but that didn’t sound like a villain so much as some-
one who needed to go to bed at 9:00 p.m.” Bender’s account 
would be a comedy of errors if Trump weren’t so spectacularly 
unfunny. As Trump flubbed at every turn, his support team was 
even more incompetent, from a clueless Ivanka to a raging Don 
Jr. to a panoply of advisers whose chief interest seemed to be to 
soak the campaign for every cent they could. Ranging from the 
halls of power to the “Front Row Joes” who dutifully showed up 
for every Trump rally, Bender delivers a nuanced, sharp account 
whose leitmotif is puzzlement: Trump’s that he lost, Mitch 
McConnell’s that Trump wouldn’t let it go (he tried to get Bill 
Barr to convince Trump to back off his claims of election fraud), 
and Mike Pompeo’s that, as he put it late in the day, “the crazies 
have taken over.”

A thoroughly revealing account of a spectacularly inept 
presidential campaign that politics junkies will eat up.

“A thoroughly revealing account of a spectacularly inept
presidential campaign that politics junkies will eat up.” 

“frankly, we did win this election”



WATER 
A Biography
Boccaletti, Giulio
Pantheon (400 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5247-4823-4  

A tour de force world history focused 
on water and how we use it.

Climate scientist Boccaletti, chief 
strategy office of the Nature Conser-
vancy, begins with an emphatic denial 

that “water is an inert backdrop on the stage of human events.” 
To prove his thesis, he delivers an expert water-centered his-
tory of human progress from the time we became sedentary 
10,000 years ago. “The story of water,” writes the author, “is 
not technological, but political.” Agriculture produces far 
more food than hunting and gathering but requires massive 
amounts of water. Depending on rain is unreliable, so centuries 
ago, farmers began to harness the power of wells, local rivers, 
canals, and irrigation projects, which preoccupied early govern-
ments as much as warfare. Ambitious cultures paid attention to 
transportation by water, which is 10 times more efficient than 
by land. In Boccaletti’s view, an essential feature of the rise of 
the nation-state in the 17th century was increased security of 
property, which produced an explosion of investment in water 
infrastructure. By the end of the 19th century, he writes, the 

“great American rivers…would become the basis for the rise of 
the American republic as the dominant economy of the twen-
tieth,” the “hydraulic century.” Hydropower, not hydrocarbons, 
powered the electrification of America. Opening with the 
spectacular Panama Canal in 1904, the U.S. spent much of the 
20th-century attempting to repeat the success of the Tennes-
see Valley Authority and Hoover Dam around the world, with 
spotty success. These efforts peaked during the 1970s, after 
which water-led development seemed to fall out of fashion—
until, out of the blue, China appeared on the scene, built the 
Three Gorges Dam (“the largest single piece of infrastructure 
in the world”), and took the lead in spreading its technology 
around the world. “It may still be that if the twentieth was the 
American Century,” writes Boccaletti in this astute global study, 

“the twenty-first will be the Chinese one.”
An ingenious lesson in geopolitics.

NO CURE FOR BEING HUMAN
(And Other Truths I Need To 
Hear)
Bowler, Kate
Random House (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-593-23077-0  

A chronicle of grief, hope, and courage.
In 2015, when she was 35, Bowler, 

who teaches the history of Christianity 
at Duke Divinity School, was diagnosed 

with stage 4 colon cancer, with a very low chance of survival 
beyond two years. Years later, she follows her earlier mem-
oir, Everything Happens for a Reason, with wise, wry reflections 
on living in the face of uncertainty. “The world I thought I 
knew before the diagnosis was hygienic, predictable, and safe,” 
Bowler writes. Her new world was threatening, uncontrollable, 
and unstable; her research, writing, and teaching suddenly 
seemed irrelevant. Often, the medical community made her 
feel reduced to an integer, quantified and charted. Cancer, she 
increasingly realized, was a mystery, and repeated visits and 
scans led to conversations with doctors to discuss what “ ‘we’ 
are learning” about the illness. Elated that she was one of few 
candidates for immunotherapy, she enrolled in an arduous 
clinical study, traveling weekly from her home in North Caro-
lina to Atlanta, where she was infused with harsh, debilitating 
chemotherapy and immunotherapy drugs. Every cycle of her 
treatment left her “grateful, weary, and, almost imperceptibly, 
weaker than the week before”—without knowing if, and when, 
the treatment would work. Above all, she confronted the daily 
specter of imminent death. “Everybody pretends that you only 
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die once,” she writes. “But that’s not true. You can die to a 
thousand possible futures in the course of a single, stupid life.” 
Bowler debunks the hollow clichés that she has heard too often: 
to seize the day, live in the present, work on a bucket list. “Fac-
ing the past,” she counters, “is part of facing the future.” Like 
others who have suffered traumatic loss or illness—especially 
during the pandemic—Bowler recognizes that “so often the 
experiences that define us are the ones we didn’t pick.”

A sensitive memoir of survival.

UNFOLLOW ME
Essays on Complicity
Busby, Jill Louise
Bloomsbury (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-63557-711-2  

A social media star struggles with 
her online persona and the perks it has 
brought her.

In her debut collection of essays, 
Busby, aka Jillisblack, focuses on her 

“single gram of sub-demographic micro-fame on social media,” 
exploring an online persona that is both admired and hated. In 
her first viral post, in 2016, she wondered why White people 
needed so many workshops and so much training and time to 

“get it”—a phenomenon now known as liberal gradualism. Busby 
was employed for a decade as a diversity educator, a position 
that deepened her cynicism and skepticism about pretty much 
everyone, including herself. Why was she privileging her Black 
identity over her queer identity? Because it was trendier? Why 
was she writing a book about being complicit? “Just so that 
[she feels] better about being complicit?” The author reveals 
the organizations and people who have reacted to her work by 
offering opportunities as colonizers and pawns of exceptional-
ism and tokenism. For example, a woman who hosted an event 
for influential people of color “looks so happy to see you hav-
ing so much culturally authentic fun together, and you imagine 
her congratulating herself.” In an essay describing an invited 
residency she participated in with other Black artists, Busby 
mocks both the organizers and some of her colleagues. In the 
final, titular piece—according to the author, “one that I will 
never allow to be the last essay of this book”—Busby recounts 
a surprisingly thoughtful online exchange with a member of 
the Proud Boys. The strongest material in the book is buried in 
the second-to-last essay. In the middle of the pandemic and the 
wake of George Floyd, her stepfather threatened to kill her and 
her mother, sending them on the run across the country. This 
engaging, harrowing tale should have opened the collection.

For fans of Busby’s online persona; others may choose to 
obey the title.

THE CONTRARIAN
Peter Thiel and Silicon 
Valley’s Pursuit of Power
Chafkin, Max
Penguin Press (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-984878-53-3  

A revealing portrait of the man 
“responsible for creating the ideology 
that has come to define Silicon Valley: 
that technological progress should be 

pursued relentlessly—with little, if any, regard for potential 
costs or dangers to society.”

“A brisk, well-researched life of an enigmatic billionaire.” 
the contrarian



“A smart, unconventional book that 
takes readers far beyond what they think 

they know about a complex subject.”
—Kari Byron, former cast member of MythBusters

C U R R E N C Y

A V A I L A B L E  N O W



Peter Bergen first met Osama bin Laden in 1997. 
Bergen was a CNN news producer and bin Laden was 
threatening war against the U.S., so Bergen’s team 
sat down with bin Laden at his Afghanistan hide-
out, filming what would become the terrorist’s first 
television interview. “He seemed very serious,” Ber-
gen remembers. “But at the end of the day, we’re in 
a mud hut in the mountains, 6,000 feet up. How do 
you mount an operation? How do you attack the U.S.? 
The answer came a year later, when they blew up the 
U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania simultaneously. 
From that point forward, it was clear that he wasn’t 
just a blowhard.”

Today, Bergen is a world authority on bin Laden, 
the mastermind behind 9/11 and other attacks that 
killed thousands worldwide. His new book, The Rise 
and Fall of Osama bin Laden, answers some questions 
about bin Laden and suggests other mysteries. It’s 
deeply researched and tautly written; a starred Kirkus 
review called it “essential for anyone concerned with 
geopolitics, national security, and the containment 
of further terrorist actions.” Bergen answered ques-
tions about his latest work by phone from his home 
in Washington, D.C.; answers have been edited for 
length and clarity.
You’ve written other books about bin Laden and al-
Qaida, the terrorist organization he controlled. Why 
another one?
It was partly prompted by my students at Arizona 
State University. There’s a whole generation born 
after 9/11, and for them, 9/11 is as distant as the Ko-
rean War is for me. And there were new materials 
from the bin Laden compound released in Decem-
ber 2017—several thousand pages of relevant mate-
rial, including the bin Laden family diary, which was 
a gold mine.…The documentation is much more ex-
tensive than when I started writing about him.
Bin Laden came from a wealthy Saudi family. Why 
did he turn out differently from his more conven-
tional siblings?
It’s easy to be an armchair psychologist, and I’m not, 
but I do lay out how he became radicalized. He has 54 

The CNN journalist conducted the first interview with Osama bin Laden. 
Now he’s written an essential book on the terrorist
BY MARY ANN GWINN

Brent Stirton-CN
N
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siblings [bin Laden’s father, a wealthy Saudi business-
man, had at least 20 wives]. Many lived in America, 
studied in America, made money because of America. 
They didn’t choose his route. He was a very religious 
teenager and was perhaps influenced by the early 
death of his father. Then the Soviet-Afghanistan War 
came up. He financially supported the Afghan fight-
ers, and then he started fighting on the front line. 

Wars change people. We know from our own lives 
that we don’t come fully formed—the person we are 
at 18 is not the person we are at 54, the age when bin 
Laden was killed by U.S. Navy Seals. Part of the na-
ture of evil is that it is inexplicable. It’s not reducible 
to some simple answer. 
At numerous points in the hunt for bin Laden, the 
U.S. government dismissed compelling evidence 
for his potential threat. After 9/11, the government 
used the fiction that he had a relationship with 
Saddam Hussein to justify the war in Iraq. Later, 
the military brass passed on several opportunities 
to kill him. Is there any overarching reason for this? 
Have things changed?
Part of it was that initially it was all happening over 
there and not here. The blowing up of the embas-
sies was a big deal, but the U.S. response was cruise 
missile attacks. Then the USS Cole was bombed, and 
the Clinton administration did nothing; then the 
Bush administration initially did nothing, and bin 
Laden began to believe his own propaganda. There 
were mistakes on both sides. Today we have devel-
oped a playbook against al-Qaida—drone strikes, 
special operations forces, and cyberwarfare—that is 
very effective.
What surprised you in your research for this book?
The extent to which his two older wives and older 
daughters did his thinking for him. Two of his wives 
had doctorates, but they were true believers. In the 
days before he died, he was convening meetings with 
the family about what he was going to say about the 
Arab Spring.

Where is his family?
His wives are back in Saudi Arabia. They say nothing. 
I’m guessing they are being looked after. Two of his 
wives left him, and three of his sons have died in anti-
terrorist operations. For a guy who was a family man, 
he really blew up his family.
The U.S. has announced its intent to completely 
withdraw its troops from Afghanistan. How will that 
affect the fortunes of al-Qaida?
The United Nations reports that al-Qaida and the 
Taliban remain closely allied. 

I think we’re making a spectacular misjudgment 
with Afghanistan. The U.S. has done this so often—
it closed its embassy in Afghanistan after the Soviet 
war and was completely blind to the rise of the Tali-
ban and al-Qaida. We think that if we leave, the war 
is over. What’s happening now is not great, but the 
civil war in the 1990s was infinitely worse, and that’s 
where we might be going. The Taliban restored order 
but at a tremendous price.

Mary Ann Gwinn is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist 
in Seattle. The Rise and Fall of Osama bin Laden re-
ceived a starred review in the July 1, 2021, issue.

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

Chafkin, a features editor at Bloomberg Businessweek, brings 
long experience in the tech world to his book debut, a savvy 
biography of billionaire venture capitalist and outspoken neo-
reactionary Peter Thiel (b. 1967). Touting a brand of extreme lib-
ertarianism, Thiel has created Silicon Valley’s defining ideology 
of tech above all else. An arrogant, aloof, high-achieving student 
at Stanford, Thiel came to see the university’s multicultural lib-
eralism “as uniquely despicable, maybe even dangerous.” After 
graduating from law school, he worked briefly in corporate law 
and, in the 1990s, arrived in Silicon Valley, intent on making 
money. Chafkin recounts Thiel’s rise as a business mogul, sur-
rounded by young men who “recognized him as the leader and 
would not fight with him.” But wealth was only one goal. Thiel 
also sought to establish himself as a ruthless power broker in 
Silicon Valley and to wield influence as a conservative thought 
leader in Washington, D.C. Among his many business projects, 
Chafkin recounts his involvement in PayPal, which he saw as a 
way to strip government from control of its own money; Face-
book (at one point, Mark Zuckerberg was the “ultimate Thiel 
acolyte”); Palantir, a surveillance company whose customers 

include the Army, Navy, and CIA; and his latest interest: fund-
ing research that would allow humans to live forever. A major 
backer of Trump, he served as a “shadow president” on Trump’s 
transition team, agitating for “maximal disruption within the 
White House.” Drawing on interviews with Thiel and more 
than 150 others, many who insisted on anonymity because they 
feared Thiel’s retribution, Chafkin deftly portrays his subject as 
a “calculating operator,” “nihilist,” and predator who has con-
structed an image “so compelling that it has come to obscure 
the man behind it.”

A brisk, well-researched life of an enigmatic billionaire.

THE STATE OF ISRAEL VS. 
THE JEWS
Cypel, Sylvain
Trans. by Rodarmor, William
Other Press (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-63542-097-5  

A French author who spent more 
than a decade in Israel laments the seem-
ingly insurmountable gap between the 
promise and the present-day reality of 

Zionism in Israel.
As Cypel, former senior editor at Le Monde and the author 

of Walled: Israeli Society at an Impasse (2007), writes, in terms of 
the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the more it changes, 
the more it stays the same. The author delineates how decades 
of strife have so degraded the essence of the original founding 
ethos of the state—“one primarily rooted in a progressive con-
ception of humanity and society”—that Israel today is unrec-
ognizable to its own Jews and those in diaspora. The military 
state, whose tactics include systematic cruelty, colonial racism, 
and dehumanization, is aimed at wearing Palestinians down and 
pushing them out. As the world looks away, Cypel writes, Israel 
can act with impunity; the real test is not how far the Israeli 
government can push the Palestinians, but how far Israeli soci-
ety will “go in its acquiescence.” Making effective use of solid 
sources—newspaper articles, interviews, speeches, and others—
the author regards the recent passage of the “Basic Laws,” defin-
ing who gets to be a citizen, as a chilling example of how the 
nation-state has grown more insular and “hyperethnocentric.” 
As Cypel shows, all of the following have led to the alienation of 
the Jewish diaspora, especially in America: enlarging the settle-
ments and pushing the Palestinians into areas around cities; 
racism toward African asylum seekers; massive weapons sales 
to authoritarian, antisemitic states; censoring of humans rights 
leaders and harassment of dissident groups; and the courting of 
the Trump administration and his evangelical cronies. So what 
about the future? “If the State of Israel wants to survive without 
fundamental changes,” writes the author, “it will be forced to 
gradually enforce a totally structured, codified apartheid.

In Israel, Cypel effectively argues, force has triumphed 
over international law.

“In Israel, Cypel effectively argues, force has 
triumphed over international law.” 

the state of israel vs.  the jews



SAGA BOY
My Life of Blackness and 
Becoming
Downing, Antonio Michael
Milkweed (344 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-57131-191-7  

From the musician known as John 
Orpheus, a debut memoir about root-
lessness and metamorphoses “across 
continents and calamities.”

Growing up in post-colonial Trinidad, Downing witnessed 
the daily Whitewashing of his Blackness by school and church. 
Early on, he also suffered personal rejection when his parents 
left him to live with his paternal grandmother. The fracturing 
of his world grew deeper when his grandmother died and he was 
sent to live with his aunt in Canada. In his new home, he was 
still a Black boy conforming to the norms of White classmates 
who “were dumbstruck that I didn’t listen to rap music and talk 
slick ghetto jive like the Black people on TV.” As consolation, 
Downing cultivated a love of the transformative possibilities of 
the stage not long before he went to live with his father and girl-
friend, both drug addicts, in Toronto. Neglected and abused by 
both, Downing took solace in music. He returned once again to 
live in relative stability with his aunt only to find himself put out 
for unruly behavior. The rootlessness of the author’s early life 
later manifested in the many identities he assumed—Michael 
Downing, corporate employee; Mic Dainjah; “soul preacher” 
Molasses; and John Orpheus, musician—and the peripatetic 
life that kept him moving among the U.S., Europe, and Canada. 
He craved “redemption” from “the patchwork of broken things 
[and people] that had spawned me,” but only after he looked to 
the island home he had left behind and accepted the Trinida-
dian culture he had never fully appreciated did he finally achieve 
a measure of peace. With its overly detailed reminiscences of 
boyhood and a storyline that delves into the many complex peo-
ple, events, and situations that have comprised Downing’s life, 
the narrative suffers from pacing issues. However, the author 
compensates for these problems with an engaging narrative 
about the search for home, belonging, and identity.

Not without flaws, this book is nonetheless intriguing, 
passionate, and often moving.

TAKING PARIS
The Epic Battle for the City 
of Lights
Dugard, Martin
Dutton Caliber (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593-18308-3  

Another history of the liberation of 
Paris.

Paris was taken by the Wehrmacht 
in 1940 and then taken back in 1944. 

Military historians have covered this ground in countless books, 
and this one is a middling entry in the genre. Best known as 
the co-author of the bestselling Killing series with Bill O’Reilly, 
journalist Dugard—who has also authored books on Chris-
topher Columbus, Capt. James Cook, and others—delivers 
another breathless historical narrative that will find a receptive 
audience among fans of Dugard and the O’Reilly series. Despite 
the book’s title, there was no epic battle for Paris. In 1940, the 
French declared it an open city, so the Wehrmacht moved in 
without a fight and withdrew, four years later, without defend-
ing it. Dugard opens with the German invasion on May 10, 1940, 
which ended in the French surrender. Then he delivers a vivid 
yet scattershot history of the war in Europe (the Russian front 
receives a rare mention), with a heavy emphasis on France and 
ending with 20 pages recounting the liberation of Paris on Aug. 
25, 1944. Appropriately, the author gives Charles de Gaulle a 
major role and devotes several chapters to the little-known Bat-
tle of Bir Hakeim, the valiant defense of a North African des-
ert outpost by Free French troops in 1942. Writing for a broad 
audience, Dugard inevitably devotes far too much space to the 
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French Resistance, the heroics of suffering of which were not 
matched by their contributions to victory. As a more “in-depth” 
work, Dugard recommends the modestly deep 1965 bestseller 
Is Paris Burning? by Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre. Far 
better are Lloyd Clark’s Blitzkrieg (2016), which focuses on the 
1940 French defeat, and Jean Edward Smith’s The Liberation of 
Paris (2019), an instructive look at the political calculations of 
the Allies.

Popular World War II history, perhaps more popular 
than necessary.

THE BLUE AGE 
How the US Navy 
Created Global 
Prosperity—and Why We’re 
in Danger of Losing It
Easterbrook, Gregg
PublicAffairs (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5417-4254-3  

A combination of historical survey 
and contemporary analysis at the inter-

section of globalization and naval power.
Though writers regularly deplore globalization and few 

extol the massive American Navy, Easterbrook delivers an 
intensely researched, largely admiring account of both. Donald 
Trump and Bernie Sanders, write the author, agree that world 
trade often “hurts American workers,” but this is “flat-earth 
thinking.” However, “in the most recent century-length period, 
1920 to 2020, global population trebled, while global GDP rose 
twentyfold.” World poverty plummeted, while trade’s share of 
the world economy jumped from 5% to 25%, and “95 percent 
of goods in commerce travel via water.” Members of our so-
called blue age, writes Easterbrook, “have lived better than 
any generation before, sacrificed less…been safer, and received 
better care than any other generation, in part because the seas 
are tranquil and affordable goods arrive on time.” Essential to 
trade are titanic container vessels that sail the world’s essen-
tially ungoverned oceans, dominated for almost a century 
by the U.S. Navy. Shipping a container from Shanghai to Los 
Angeles today costs less than moving that same container across 
LA. Policing this is expensive; the 2020 “Navy budget worked 
out to $700 per American adult.” But recent presidents have 
largely ignored sea power, and Americans pay little attention 
except when denouncing globalization. Like many before him, 
Easterbrook warns that climate change could derail progress by 
roiling ocean conditions and disrupting food production. Most 
ominously, a resurgent China aims for “military parity” by 2049, 
and few doubt that this will happen. The author emphasizes 
that the blue age will continue only if the U.S. and China can 
get along. Easterbrook is fighting an uphill battle, but he makes 
a reasonable and convincing case that international trade under 
the benign aegis of the U.S. Navy plays an essential role that will 
not continue unless we adapt to a changing world.

Outstanding, only modestly alarmist geopolitics.

THE CAUSE
The American Revolution and 
Its Discontents, 1773-1783
Ellis, Joseph J.
Liveright/Norton (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-63149-898-5  

With his characteristically graceful 
prose, Ellis offers a short, straightfor-
ward history of a critical decade in the 
nation’s youth.

Unlike most of the author’s previous work—mostly reflec-
tive book-length essays on various aspects and leading figures 
of the Revolutionary era—this work is more in the line of tra-
ditional narratives about American history. While both elite 
leaders and average people populate these pages, no reader will 
mistake it for a social or cultural history or history-from-the-
bottom-up. Nor is it a history of the entire Revolution, which 
usually starts no later than the 1765 Stamp Act crisis. Instead, 
Ellis digs in with the Boston Tea Party of 1773 and ends with 
the Treaty of Paris of 1783. His focus is on the Revolution’s male 
leaders, its politics, the colonists’ inner civil war, and military 
campaigns. Little here is new by way of interpretation. The 
author’s sole general argument—that the colonists’ victory was 

“foreordained”—won’t go unchallenged. This is, quite simply, a 
well-known story told by a master storyteller known for per-
ceptive detailing. As is always the case with Ellis, he is brilliant 
at short takes—events, decisions, individuals. Here, he fore-
grounds four often overlooked men—diplomat John Jay, thinker 
and pamphleteer John Dickinson, military leader Nathanael 
Greene, and financier Robert Morris—without whom the Col-
onies might not have forged a nation. George Washington duly 
commands center stage, his character and genius indispensable 
for American victory. True to his own skills at bringing people 
alive, Ellis also includes sympathetic miniprofiles of normal, 
unsung participants in the period’s fraught events: loyalists, 
women, Native Americans, Joseph Plum Martin (“the Zelig of 
the American Revolution”), and, perhaps the most captivating, 
Washington’s personal slave, Billy Lee. The book’s only disap-
pointment is its abrupt close.

It’s hard to imagine a better-told brief history of the key 
years of the American Revolution.

“Outstanding, only modestly alarmist geopolitics.” 
the blue age
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EVERY DEEP-DRAWN BREATH
A Critical Care Doctor on 
Healing, Recovery, and 
Transforming Medicine in 
the ICU
Ely, Wes
Scribner (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-982171-14-8  

A physician reflects on the lessons 
learned throughout his career in inten-

sive care.
As a young medical student in 1985, Ely recognized that his 

drive to save lives sometimes came at the expense of patients’ 
dignity. In this dynamic, often touching debut, the author 
chronicles a personal, passionate return to the ethical heart of 
the Hippocratic oath. In addition to a timeline of the ICU and 
its history of medical innovations, Ely details a succession of 
individual bedside narratives. They range from the heartbreak-
ingly sad, like that of his first patient, whom he wasn’t able to 
save who but spurred him toward more revolutionary lifesaving 
technologies; to more hopeful cases of patients with delirium 
who were aided by patient-centered care and a defining moment 
during his daughter’s recovery from a skull fracture. The author 
effectively illuminates the daily pressures placed on caregivers, 
especially as they relate to one particularly harrowing condition, 
post-intensive care syndrome, when discharged ICU patients 
begin to suffer chronic new conditions brought on by their ten-
ure in the ICU (this was especially prevalent among Covid-19 
survivors). Ely also provides a thoughtful exploration of the 
ICU treatment culture of sedation and immobilization and ana-
lyzes how it can be recentered around a core value of “humanity 
in doctoring.” Collectively, these anecdotes movingly exemplify 
the caregiver’s role in assuaging patient suffering through com-
passionate efforts to not only deliver quality clinical care, but 
to focus on “finding the person in the patient, using touch first 
and technology second,” and preparing and supporting patients 
back into life beyond the ICU setting. Ely promotes these pro-
tocols within the end-of-life spectrum, as well, where compas-
sion, respect, and comfort are tantamount. A closing section 
offers practical tips and resources for further research on the 
care delivery process within an ICU setting, useful for both 
general readers and professionals. As Ely conveys through anec-
dotes and experience, physicians can maximize their knowledge 
by focusing on, listening to, and learning from their patients.

Meaningful, thought-provoking insight into the world of 
critical care.

(MIS)DIAGNOSED
How Bias Distorts Our 
Perception of Mental Health
Foiles, Jonathan
Belt Publishing (176 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-948742-99-3  

A report on how mental illness diag-
noses can be negatively influenced by 
personal history, race, and class.

As Foiles notes, the internal ramifica-
tions of a mental health diagnosis are vexing enough without 
the additional stigma of gender and racial biases compound-
ing it. In clear, concise language, he highlights cases in which 
clinical presumptions compounded societal stigmatization 
in psychotherapeutic patient care settings. On the clinical 
side, he describes a therapist’s tightrope walk of matching a 
psychiatric diagnosis with a medical treatment that will blunt 
a patient’s symptoms and restore the self but without erasing 
the patient’s identity. Throughout, he shares the fascinating 
history of an industry once preoccupied with the condemna-
tion of witchcraft, supposed female hysteria, and homosexual-
ity. While confirming that a diagnosis for depression or mental 
illness is “purely based on observation and patient self-report,” 
Foiles notes that labeling a patient with a specific diagnosis can 
also become the person’s “lifeline,” linking a sense of humanity, 
reality, and closure to what might have been years of terrifying 
uncertainty. The author examines how patient care proceeds 
once a diagnosis is determined while also acknowledging the 
root causes of trauma, including racism, poverty, and interper-
sonal violence. He spotlights specific racial disparities, noting 
that Black men, in particular, are more likely to be diagnosed 
with schizophrenia and will typically receive a subpar level of 
care. As he did in This City Is Killing Me (2019), his debut on the 
correlation between inner-city community trauma and mental 
health, Foiles uses his experiences to illuminate issues of care-
based laxity. He cites cases where patients suffered from inac-
curate diagnoses and were demonized by labels such as “crazy,” 

“psycho,” or “borderline,” which further impeded their treat-
ment. The author delivers a brisk, condensed text on disorders 
ranging from schizophrenia to workforce-induced ADHD, and 
he implores mental health professionals to consistently assess 

“the social surround of individuals asking for help.”
A passionate and well-informed study on the importance 

of improving inclusiveness in mental health evaluations.
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THE HISTORY OF DEMOCRACY 
IS YET TO BE WRITTEN
How We Have To Learn To 
Govern All Over Again
Geoghegan, Thomas
Belt Publishing (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-953368-00-3  

A labor lawyer and one-time political 
candidate exhorts readers to take a more 
active role in their democracy.

Geoghegan opens with the thought that our government 
has become willfully bad at governing, and certainly in rep-
resenting working people, nonvoters (more than 100 million), 
and the young, “who face environmental Armageddon and for 
whom we should get out of the way.” He found his energies 
sorely tested when he ran for a House seat vacated when Rahm 
Emanuel became Barack Obama’s chief of staff, which roughly 
coincided with the financial collapse of 2008 and “our first 
little brush with the end of the world.” He wound up square in 
the middle of a field of candidates in a vote settled by the mere 
50,000 people who turned out. To broaden representation 
and citizen involvement, Geoghegan proposes measures that 
will seem beyond radical to many readers, perhaps the most 
controversial of which is his demand that the Senate be abol-
ished. As he puts it, if North Dakota has the same senatorial 
power as New York, then something has gone awry. Instead, 
he urges, the House—the institution the founders privileged 
as the place where all revenue bills must originate—must be 
made gerrymander-free and truly representative. Beyond that, 
Geoghegan argues, every citizen must participate in gover-
nance, particularly the young, who are more likely than not 
to be nonvoters. Nonvoters, he adds, tend to be moderate, so 
if they participate, “an ever-shriller GOP will pay the price,” 
and the country will drift leftward of its own accord. However, 
Geoghegan is no fan of the Democratic machine, either. He 
writes dismissively that “both Sanders and Biden owe their 
years in power to the systematic denial of the principle of one 
person, one vote.” For all the rhetorical overreach, however, 
there are plenty of useful provocations here to do a Zinn or 
Chomsky proud.

A rousing call to rally around popular rule and battle its 
enemies.

IN THE SHADOW OF 
THE EMPRESS 
The Defiant Lives of 
Maria Theresa, Mother 
of Marie Antoinette, and 
Her Daughters
Goldstone, Nancy
Little, Brown (624 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-316-44933-5  

The opulent, eventful lives of four 
dynamic 18th-century women.

Goldstone, who specializes in collective biographies of 
queens, creates a panoramic history of 1700s Europe in her 
story of a remarkable female dynasty: Maria Theresa (1717-
1780), “Holy Roman Empress [and]…the only female member 
of the Habsburg family, for centuries the predominant dynasty 
in Europe, ever to rule in her own right”; and her three daugh-
ters: Maria Christina (known as Mimi) (1742-1798), governor 
general of the Austrian Netherlands; Maria Carolina (Charlotte) 
(1752-1814), queen of Naples; and Marie Antoinette (1755-1793), 
infamous queen of France. Drawing from histories, biographies, 
memoirs, and letters, Goldstone vividly depicts a resplendent, 
glittering milieu. Her fast-paced, populous narrative teems 
with gossip, court intrigue, and head-spinning political machi-
nations, not least Maria Theresa’s efforts to make propitious 
marriages for her daughters, preferably with royals who could 
enhance her empire’s fortunes. Charlotte was sent off to Italy at 
the age of 15, fearful and distraught, with only a letter from her 
mother hinting at the demands of married life and her political 
future. Maria Theresa had stipulated in the marriage contract 
that after she produced a son, Charlotte would claim a seat on 
the royal council—an event that catapulted Charlotte to power 
in 1775, when she was 22. Marie Antoinette was married at 14 
to the French dauphin, a man who was probably autistic and 
needed instruction from his brother-in-law on the mechanics of 
sex. Goldstone illuminates the military, political, economic, cul-
tural, and social complexities that each woman faced as well as 
the personal challenges, including continual pregnancies (Maria 
Theresa had 16 in 20 years); children’s deaths; raging small-
pox; and, for Maria Theresa, Charlotte, and Marie Antoinette, 
unhappy marriages. Goldstone is an empathetic biographer, 
highlighting the women’s considerable achievements as well 
as their shortcomings: Maria Theresa’s “intractable anti-Sem-
itism,” for example and the frivolity, extravagances, and self-
indulgence that eventually sent Marie Antoinette to her death.

A colorful collection of dynamic, prodigiously researched 
portraits.

“A colorful collection of dynamic, 
prodigiously researched portraits.” 

in the shadow of the empress



UNCONTROLLED SPREAD
Why Covid-19 Crushed Us 
and How We Can Defeat the 
Next Pandemic
Gottlieb, Scott
Harper/HarperCollins (480 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-308001-0  

The former commissioner of the 
Food and Drug Administration assesses 
the systemic failures underlying the 

world response to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Numerous public entities within the federal government, 

writes Gottlieb, are charged with preparing for the outbreak 
of epidemic diseases. Most of their energies were directed 
toward fighting the flu. “The federal government started off 
in a weak position, with plans that were ill suited to counter-
ing a coronavirus,” writes the author. “This mismatch between 
the scenarios we drilled for and the reality that we faced left 
us unprepared. Poor execution turned it into a public health 
tragedy.” It took time, of course, to recognize fully that 
Covid-19 spread through a handful of “superspreaders” and 
mostly indoors in areas that were both crowded and poorly 
ventilated—the White House during Trump’s frequent self-
congratulatory public events, for one. Trump, Gottlieb makes 
clear, bears plenty of responsibility for the government’s inad-
equate response, as do lieutenants who politicized the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, suppressed information, 
and followed Trump’s lead in rejecting mask-wearing and other 
safety measures. “The president could have found a middle 
ground on masks,” Gottlieb writes. “His message could have 
been: We don’t need mandates….However, we’re going to act 
responsibly and wear masks.” The author argues that even 
under different leadership, the response would likely have 
been little better, at least in part because there is not enough 
coordination among agencies. He urges that preparation for 
pandemics be considered a part of national security, with the 
Pentagon fully involved and with a system that works its way 
around informed consent “to address a public health emer-
gency” so that data is quickly shared. Moreover, he argues that 
testing procedures be standardized, as they are not now, with 
a full inventory of equipment in both public and private hands. 
These and other measures are urgently needed: If Covid-19 
was the worst pandemic in recent history, “it won’t be the last.”

Of considerable interest to health policymakers and pub-
lic-safety officials as well as students of epidemic disease.

NAVIGATING AUTISM
9 Mindsets for Helping Kids 
on the Spectrum
Grandin, Temple & Moore, Debra
Norton (320 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-393-71484-5  

Animal scientist Grandin and psy-
chologist Moore provide helpful guide-
lines for supporting people affected by 
autism.

Herself on the autism spectrum, Grandin urges a change of 
mindset that recognizes that being autistic—or, alternately, a 
person with autism; the authors use both terms throughout—is 
not the totality of the person. “The problem with the label of 
autism is you’ve got a spectrum that ranges from Einstein to 
someone with no language and with intellectual disability,” she 
observes, after stating plainly that she wants to be remembered 
less for her state than for her work as an authority on cattle. 
The whole-person approach asks that anyone dealing with an 
autistic person be aware of initial impressions: These are data 
points, but behavior first observed is not necessarily a pattern. 
A child who exhibits shyness in the presence of other children 
may do so whether autistic or not, for instance. Changes in 
environment can trigger behavioral change, and improvements 
in environment can improve circumstances for the child, whose 
behavior is very likely to be different at home from at the clinic 
or school. “In an initial evaluation,” write the authors, “you 
want to assess a child’s optimal functioning, not how they per-
form under sensory assault.” In this regard, Grandin and Moore 
consider the effects of pandemic isolation. Though difficult for 
everyone, it forced changes on people with autism that were 
not easy to accommodate, disrupting all sorts of conditions 
in the home. Another change of mindset among caretakers is 
to shift focus from deficits to building skills and encouraging 
interests. The authors’ advice may sometimes seem contradic-
tory: On one hand, they advise maintaining regular schedules 
and predictable conditions while also encouraging caretakers 
to introduce their charges to new environments. Still, writing 
in clear, emphatic language, they make a convincing case for 
changing the outlook from a “disability mentality” to one of 
nurturing interests, talents, and strengths.

A welcome, instructive handbook for readers concerned 
with the well-being of people with autism.
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READ UNTIL YOU 
UNDERSTAND 
The Profound Wisdom 
of Black Life and Literature
Griffin, Farah Jasmine
Norton (240 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-393-65190-4  

An impassioned inquiry into the lit-
erary roots of Black culture.

Griffin, a Guggenheim fellow and 
inaugural chair of the African American and African Diaspora 
Studies Department at Columbia University, delivers a glowing 

“series of meditations on the “fundamental questions of human-
ity, reality, politics, and art” by way of personal memoir and a 
thematic reading of Black literature, history, music, and art. The 
author begins by honoring her father, whose influential shadow 
looms large. Toni Morrison’s words, like her father’s, “shaped 
the way I saw and thought about the world.” Phillis Wheatley 
jump-started Griffin’s inquiry into the concept of mercy, also 
reflected in novels by Charles Chesnutt and Morrison’s A Mercy, 
which, like Wheatley’s poems, made her consider how writing 
might also be an “act of one’s will to be free.” In “Black Free-
dom and the Idea(l) of America” Griffin juxtaposes two giants 
of Black American history, Frederick Douglass and Barack 
Obama. Douglass “provided the ground from which Obama 
ascended,” and the former president’s Dreams From My Father 
demonstrated how Malcolm X informed his “understanding of 
Black nationalism.” Addressing the painful question of justice 
regarding slavery, racism, segregation, and mass incarceration, 
Griffin turns to Richard Wright, Ernest Gaines, and Morrison 
for answers. The author discusses the legacy of resistance via 
the works of the 19th-century abolitionist writer Frances Ellen 
Watkins Harper and Toni Cade Bambara, whose works show 

“rage felt and expressed in disciplined emotions, organized and 
directed toward fighting injustice.” Reading Langston Hughes, 
Ta-Nehisi Coates, and Jesmyn Ward, Griffin ponders how 

“Black death haunts Black writing.” James Baldwin’s transforma-
tive fiction is “attentive to Black love,” while Black music “made 
of us a people.” Invoking Lorraine Hansberry’s “pioneering” A 
Raisin in the Sun, Griffin also meditates on the joys of gardening: 

“Even in the midst of crisis, the flowers bloom.” Throughout, 
like a mournful mantra, she calls their names: Trayvon, Breonna, 
George, and so many others.

The power of reading provides the emotional engine 
driving this insightful, profound, and heartfelt book.

PLAGUES UPON THE EARTH
Disease and the Course of 
Human History
Harper, Kyle 
Princeton Univ.  (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-691-19212-3  

A survey of infectious disease as an 
agent in shaping human history.

In a well-conceived, somewhat over-
long example of what the renowned 

biologist E.O. Wilson calls consilience, classics professor 
Harper combs through the literature of history, economics, 
epidemiology, and other disciplines to deliver a solid study of 
the role of infectious disease in the human story. “The domi-
nance of Homo sapiens over its microbial enemies is astonish-
ingly recent,” he writes. Until the 19th century, most people 
died of microbial diseases such as the bubonic plague and 
cholera, and only when societies set aside other priorities and 
performed such collective enterprises as draining swamps and 
installing sewers did the death toll fall and human life extend 
past 35 or so. Those mortality patterns, Harper writes, have 
a chicken-and-egg aspect. By enhancing human capital with 
workers who don’t die before they’ve mastered their trades, 
they add wealth to society, and adding wealth provides the 
wherewithal to combat diseases and augment human capi-
tal. Harper writes appreciatively of what has been called the 

“Great Escape,” by which human societies have thus unhooked 
themselves from the devastating effects of plague—though 
plague always manages to sneak back into the picture, as 
the recent pandemic has demonstrated. The author turns up 
intriguing tidbits in his travels through the literature, such as 
the fact that humans are unusually susceptible to viruses that 
seem to have evolved specifically to target us. “Our chimpan-
zee cousins,” he writes, “who live in the jungle, eat raw monkey 
for breakfast, never bathe, and make a habit of chewing on 
their own feces, endure only a fraction of the viral diversity 
that we do.” Harper ventures that we may in fact be weaker by 
virtue of having tamed so many epidemic diseases. Interest-
ingly, he also locates the origins of many public health prac-
tices of today in the Middle Ages through institutions that 
grew as urban centers did.

Harper’s long-view study is a welcome addition to the 
spate of recent books on epidemic disease.

“The power of reading provides the emotional engine
driving this insightful, profound, and heartfelt book.” 

read until you understand
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REGENERATION
Ending the Climate Crisis in 
One Generation
Hawken, Paul
Penguin (256 pp.) 
$25.00 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-14-313697-2  

Along with a host of research-
ers, scholars, and other contributors, 

Hawken assesses our “dying planet—a phrase that may have 
sounded inflated or over the top not long ago.”

In order to mitigate the disastrous effects of climate change, 
we must figure out ways to contain carbon and reduce the sur-
face temperature of a rapidly overheating globe. It also requires 
rethinking how we make our livings in an extractive economy 
governed by short-term thinking. “Regeneration,” as Hawken 
conceives it, is a project that restores every corner of the world to 
health. The process involves replanting overlogged forests, clean-
ing up the oceans, bringing sustainable power to consumers, and 
inculcating a new attitude of respect for all forms of life on the 
planet, among other goals. Hawken and a phalanx of contribu-
tors—including novelists Richard Powers and Jonathan Safran 
Foer and ecologists Carl Safina and Isabella Tree—examine care-
fully pinpointed strategies. One is to develop marine preserves 
around the world that are “absolute no-take zones,” forbidding 
fishing in large swaths of what is essentially a “lawless com-
mons.” These marine preserves and other areas would be subject 
to “marine reforestation,” building kelp forests that have been 
depleted by chemical pollution and shifting oceanic currents. 
Another is to build sustainable food chains. A Japanese farmer, for 
instance, raises ducks that eat invasive snails and fertilize paddies 
of a plant called azolla, which, in maturity, becomes a wonderfully 
productive “green manure” for other plants. If you haven’t heard 
of azolla, you’re to be forgiven: As Hawken observes, we consume 
only a small fraction of the edible plants available to us, and we 
can be weaned from large-scale industrial agriculture in order to 
make use of the plants that “grow best where people live and help 
meet their nutritional needs.” The prescriptions are attainable 
and clearly stated, without jargon or hectoring.

Pie-in-the-sky visions meet gritty practicality in a book 
of interest to all environmentally minded readers.

OUR CLASS
Trauma and Transformation 
in an American Prison
Hedges, Chris
Simon & Schuster (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-982154-43-1  

Activist and Pulitzer Prize–winning 
journalist Hedges recounts his time 
teaching in a New Jersey prison.

Hedges, the author of War Is a Force 
That Gives Us Meaning, The Wages of Rebellion, and other hard-hitting 

books of politics and current affairs, originally set out to become 
a minister. He was denied ordination after turning to journalism, 
spending years reporting on the U.S.–sponsored war in El Salvador 
and other conflicts around the world. When he accepted an invi-
tation to teach at a state prison in Rahway, New Jersey, the work 

“returned me to my original calling as a minister working with those 
who lived in depressed urban enclaves.” It was hit or miss at first, 
he recounts: “I was from the outside. I was not poor. I was white. 
I was educated. These were not assets.” Some inmates were disen-
gaged, and some acted out, to which he reacted by sternly remov-
ing them from the roster. In time, protected by prisoners who 
commanded the respect of their peers, he broke through. Hedges 
is unsparingly critical of a carceral state that exists, it seems, only 
to warehouse those who have fallen afoul of it. As he writes of a 
state prison in Trenton, he was able to teach only noncredit courses 
there because, said one official, “They will die in there anyway.” In 
the case of East Jersey State Prison, though, Hedges was able to 
build a body of students who actively engaged in texts by a range 
of writers and in writing texts of their own—especially, inspired by 
the play Fences, which explores “how the white-dominated world 
crushes the dreams and aspirations of Black men and women,” col-
lectively produced dramas. In the end, Hedges reports, 27 men and 
women who entered the prison system’s “transformative educa-
tion” program finally earned degrees, an inspiring result that one 
hopes will be repeated in penal institutions everywhere.

An affecting book in which every page urges more 
humane treatment of prisoners.

BELIEVING
Our Thirty-Year Journey To 
End Gender Violence
Hill, Anita
Viking (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-593-29829-9  

The well-known attorney examines 
gender-based violence as a systemic 
problem in American society.

In the U.S., at least one woman in four 
experiences violence at the hands of an intimate partner, includ-
ing sexual and verbal abuse as well as physical assault. There are 
other forms of violence, though, including economic discrimi-
nation and psychological harassment, “that are interrelated and 
affect women from before birth to old age.” As Hill notes, trans-
gender and nonbinary people are disproportionately subject to 
abuse, particularly if they are Black. One unfortunate victim of 
violence was a gender-nonconforming middle school student 
who was hounded into committing suicide. By Hill’s account, 
the resulting report included plenty of information on every-
thing except the harassers and whether other children were 
subject to the same abuse. “A thorough understanding of how to 
prevent what happened…and change the behavior of those who 
were responsible requires us to understand how the school cul-
ture supported his torment,” writes Hill, which in turn requires 
administrators to take a more active role in containing such 
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incidents. As it is, by the time they enter college, increasingly 
more young women and nonbinary people experience abuse 
and harassment, and courts have done little to help. Naturally, 
the author recounts her own experience as the subject of harass-
ment and of a hostile reception when she reported that expe-
rience during congressional hearings over whether to confirm 
Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court. Of the charges leveled 
against Joe Biden of inappropriate behavior, she holds that an 
inquiry should have been neutrally applied to both Biden and 
Trump: “Transparency in the process would boost public knowl-
edge and enable us to make informed decisions about the men—
because, so far, it’s always been men—whom we elect to lead 
our country.”

A powerful argument that ending gender violence is an 
attainable goal, if only we apply ourselves to the work.

COURAGE IS CALLING
Fortune Favors the Brave
Holiday, Ryan
Portfolio (272 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-593-19167-5  

How to overcome fear and right 
wrongs.

In the first of four proposed volumes 
on the cardinal virtues of temperance, 
justice, wisdom, and courage, Holiday, 

author of books on egotism, Stoicism, and falsehoods spewed 
by the blogosphere, among many other topics, offers uplifting 
thoughts, examples, and anecdotes meant to motivate readers 
to act courageously. He wants his readers to take risks, chal-
lenge the status quo, “run toward while others run away,” and 

“do a thing that people say is impossible.” As in previous books, 
the author mines ancient Greek philosophers, statesmen, and 
military leaders for their thoughts on fear, cowardice, boldness, 
and heroism. Among myriad individuals Holiday cites as cou-
rageous are Florence Nightingale, Ulysses S. Grant, Abraham 
Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt, Frederick 
Douglass, Charles de Gaulle, Winston Churchill, John Lewis, 
and Peter Thiel, whose successful attack on the gossip site 
Gawker is one that Holiday finds admirable. Thiel, incensed 
because Gawker outed him as a gay man, “found agency where 
others saw nothing but impossibility.” Holiday claims that fear—
of what others might think of us, of the unknown consequences 
of our actions—is the enemy of courage. “When fear is defined,” 
he asserts, “it can be defeated. When downside is articulated, it 
can be weighed against upside.” Holiday’s tone evokes the voice 
of a sage, imparting pithy remarks that sometimes border on 
the hackneyed: “One man with courage can make a majority”; 

“Grace under pressure is also expressed as cool under pressure for 
a reason.” He exhorts readers to develop courage to care about 
others more than about their own needs and acknowledges that 
sometimes physical courage—even violence—is required in the 
face of injustice. He recounts a personal test of courage when 
he worked as a marketing director at American Apparel, whose 

volatile, destructive CEO should have been removed from 
power. Holiday’s courage failed him, he admits regretfully, when 
he did not stand up to his boss.

An earnest call to act bravely.

TRUFFLE HOUND 
On the Trail of the 
World’s Most Seductive 
Scent, With Dreamers, 
Schemers, and Some 
Extraordinary Dogs
Jacobsen, Rowan
Bloomsbury (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-63557-519-4  

A Mark Kurlansky–esque romp through 
the science, history, and culture surrounding that most elusive of 
foodstuffs, the truffle.

“White truffles,” writes James Beard Award winner Jacobsen, 
“are the world’s most expensive food.” Around that rare com-
modity has arisen a sophisticated trade network that begins 
with discovering the chemically complex fungus in the depths 
of oak forests throughout Europe, mostly. That job was first 
undertaken by pigs, which “are natural and enthusiastic con-
sumers of truffles,” meaning that a truffle hunter needed to 
be sure that his porcine associates didn’t eat up the proceeds; 
most modern hunters have switched over to dogs, which are 
less interested in the truffles. (Besides, writes Jacobsen, if a 
rival hunter sees you loading your car with pigs, he knows what 
you’re up to and can follow you.) The author depicts a culture of 
truffle finding, trading, and eating that is as complex as the aro-
matic stew of ingredients that goes into one, and he commits 
to paper lovely images that combine both intrigue and a cer-
tain level of surrealism: “If Wes Anderson shot a John le Carré 
novel, he might well choose the Hotel Savona [Alba, Italy] for 
his set.” The money behind the story is huge, and truffles are 
often traded as if they contained pharmaceutical-grade heroin, 
in back alleys and parking garages—no surprise, since they are 
both scarce and heavily regulated. Naturally, Jacobsen writes, 
factory-food types are trying to grow them in greenhouses, but 
the results are relatively flavorless so far, with the air of “more 
raw leek than golden-fried garlic.” Jacobsen closes with a set 
of recipes, some improbable (truffletini, anyone?) and some 
resoundingly simple: “Many of the best ways to use truffles 
don’t require a recipe at all. Just grate into X before serving and 
save a few wafers for show….Just don’t truffle everything; less is 
more.” It’s an altogether delightful narrative.

Fans of pungent flavors—and pungent prose—will enjoy 
this mouthwatering grand tour of a culinary treasure.

“Fans of pungent flavors—and pungent prose—will enjoy
this mouthwatering grand tour of a culinary treasure.” 

truffle hound
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THE ELEMENTS OF CHOICE
Why the Way We Decide 
Matters
Johnson, Eric J.
Riverhead (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-08443-4  

A look at how people make decisions 
based on the ways in which choices are 
laid out before them, which are all too 
often haphazard.

External factors, writes Johnson, the director of the Center 
for Decision Sciences at Columbia Business School, influence 
how we make choices, but we give too little attention to “choice 
architecture, the many aspects of how a choice is posed that can 
be manipulated, intentionally or inadvertently, to influence the 
decisions we make.” When asked to make choices among health 
insurance plans on the open market, for instance, most people 
struggled with navigating costs versus benefits, perceived or 
real. In part, this is because there are so many confusing options, 
and in part, because people misunderstand the meanings of 
terms such as deductible and copay. On that note, Johnson writes, 

“People are much more willing to pay for insurance against a 
vivid risk, like cancer, than they are willing to pay for insurance 
that covers all diseases.” It’s not just patients, either. Doctors 
prescribe brand-name medications, against insurers’ pleas that 
they prescribe generics, because the brand names are easier to 
remember. A solution: When a doctor types in “Allegra,” say, the 
software should be programmed to translate that to “fexofena-
dine hydrochloride,” a choice the doctor rarely overrides with 
the command, “Dispense as written.” These design choices are 
often small but meaningful, though sometimes fraught with 
political weight—e.g., whose name goes first on an election bal-
lot? Choice architecture, Johnson concludes, can be used for 
good, to emphasize the benefits of choosing greener sources 
of energy; and of course it can be used poorly, amplifying the 
effects of inequality. What remains is to teach designers and 
choosers alike that choice architecture plays a role in “changing 
plausible paths and changing how preferences are assembled.” 
The only flaw in the book—another architectural choice, one 
might say—is that it runs too long with overlapping case studies. 
Still, it’s illuminating throughout.

A strong argument for more thoughtfully presenting 
options to yield better choices.

THREE DANGEROUS MEN
Russia, China, Iran, and the 
Rise of Irregular Warfare
Jones, Seth G.
Norton (256 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-324-00620-6  

Disturbing accounts of three little-
known figures in three rival governments 
working to make their nations great.

“Their main tools are not fighter jets, 
battle tanks, or even infantry soldiers,” writes international 
security expert Jones, “but hackers, spies, special operations 
forces, and private military companies with clandestine links to 
state security agencies.” Delving deeply into Russian, Persian, 
and Mandarin documents (a tactic that U.S. intelligence services 
largely neglect), the author focuses on Gen. Valery Gerasimov, 
Russian chief of the general staff; Iranian Maj. Gen. Qassem 
Soleimani (d. 2020); and Gen. Zhang Youxia, vice chairman of 
China’s Central Military Commission. All have acknowledged 
that a hot war with America—in their minds an aggressive 
power seeking world domination—would be disastrous, and all 
learned from the expensive failures of the American strategy in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. They have also blamed U.S. subversion 
for the “color” revolutions that overthrew dictators across the 
Middle East. Gerasimov engineered the annexation of Crimea 
and crippled the infrastructure of Ukraine with cyberattacks, 
and he continues to spread turmoil in the U.S. via massive hack-
ing and social media disinformation campaigns. America’s gen-
erous gift—invading Iraq—greatly helped Soleimani in his goal 
of making Iran the Middle East’s dominant power. American 
leaders heralded the 2020 drone attack that killed him as a 
great victory, but the U.S. has a long history of announcing vic-
tory in the region. Although representing a nation vastly more 
powerful than Russia or Iran, Zhang Youxia oversees a similarly 
intense campaign of propaganda, espionage, and economic war-
fare. An astute analyst of complex global affairs, Jones reminds 
us that the U.S. won the Cold War when populations in the 
Soviet Union and its satellites rose up against tyranny—and 
Americans officials encouraged them. Back then, the govern-
ment invested in language skills and expertise to better under-
stand the enemies and tempt their often restive citizens with 
the liberties and prosperity they lacked.

A discomfiting reminder that the brain is often mightier 
than the sword. 
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SAY IT LOUD!
On Race, Law, History, and 
Culture
Kennedy, Randall
Pantheon (544 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593-31604-7  

A collection of essays on Black poli-
tics and history by a noted legal scholar.

Early on, Harvard Law School pro-
fessor Kennedy observes that “social 

relations are complex and messy.” This is true, and people 
are complex and messy as well. One of Kennedy’s subjects, 
for example, is Frederick Douglass, who transformed himself 
from “racial pessimist” to “the most remarkable racial opti-
mist in American history,” having first viewed the Constitu-
tion as a thinly disguised instrument of slavery and then taken 
the view that, under the influence of William Lloyd Garrison, 
the document was actually anti-slavery in nature, at least in 
part. Language changes, too. Having lived through several 
eras, Kennedy calls himself a “Black/Negro/Colored/African 
American” man born in the year of Brown v. Board of Education. 
In an essay that is certain to raise consternation among some 
readers, Kennedy defends the use of the N-word “for pedagog-
ical purposes,” writing, “I am simply unwilling to defer to arbi-
ters of opinion who, armed with superficial knowledge, rigidly 
insist that this or that term is correct or incorrect in the face 
of a rich and complicated historical record that reveals a wide 
pattern of usages.” He adds that a lawyer distracted by the 
ugly language of the N-word or similar racial slurs “is a lawyer 
with a gaping vulnerability.” Other pieces that are less likely to 
invite debate concern the role of policing in Black neighbor-
hoods. In Kennedy’s view, the problem is less the police per se 
than “poorly regulated police” whose role is to threaten and 
control more than to protect and serve. Some of the pieces 
are of a historical survey nature: telling readers who Elijah 
Muhammad was, reviewing the runaway slave law of the pre–
Civil War era, and so forth. They are less memorable than the 
author’s denunciations of “antiracism gone awry” and small-
step racial justice laws that “are attentive to the pluralism that 
infuses American practices.”

Sometimes contrarian, sometimes controversial, Ken-
nedy’s arguments merit consideration in a riven discourse.

MOVE 
The Forces 
Uprooting Us
Khanna, Parag
Scribner (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-982168-97-1  

A nuanced discussion of the increas-
ing importance of free movement across 
the planet.

“Almost no Western democracies are prepared for the new 
age of mass migrations,” writes Khanna, founder and manag-
ing partner of FutureMap and author of The Future Is Asian 
(2019) and other well-received books about global affairs. Cli-
mate change will force the evacuation of large portions of, for 
instance, the Indian subcontinent, and millions of people from 
that large region will move to places like Kazakhstan and other 
nations of Central Asia that may be relatively both more hospi-
table to agriculture and underpopulated. Realignments are likely 
to be regional. Residents of sweltering parts of western China 
will find themselves living in Russia (where, Khanna notes, Chi-
nese settlers are already flocking to the southern shores of Lake 
Baikal), while residents of embattled Central American nations 
may bypass the U.S. for Canada, where increasing amounts of 
arable land are opening up thanks to the warming of the Arctic. 
These movements trend to the north, and while the countries 
most capable of receiving large numbers of migrants, particu-
larly Canada and Russia, will meet them differently, Khanna 
argues that the north and its aging populace can use a shot of 
fresh energy. “Remember there is no zero-sum competition 
between local and foreign workers: A greater influx of labor 
itself stimulates the economy and creates greater demand for 
labor,” he writes. Khanna’s book is rich in implication: Air con-
ditioning may have a deleterious effect on the environment, but 
it can be done better and more efficiently, allowing people to 
remain in places such as Abu Dhabi and Singapore. Regardless, 
he writes, we need to think our way toward “Civilization 3.0,” 
in which seasonal movement is possible, nations spend money 
on water desalinization and clean energy, and the vagaries of 
human geography are more nimbly taken into account.

Nativists will hate it, but no matter. Khanna makes an 
urgent, powerful argument for more open international 
borders.

BEAST
John Bonham and the Rise of 
Led Zeppelin
Kushins, C.M.
Hachette (480 pp.) 
$31.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-306-84668-7  

A lengthy narrative biography of the 
legendary drummer.

It’s inarguable that John Bonham 
(1948-1980) was the piston that powered 

the heavy musical machinery of Led Zeppelin. Despite the 
unparalleled brute force for which he was known, however, he 
was a drummer of great subtlety and range whose heroes were 
jazz masters and who eventually served as inspiration for scores 
of younger musicians. As Kushins, the author of a biography 
of Warren Zevon, shows, Bonham was also a complex man. He 
drowned his severe anxiety in booze, and he hated the time 
spent away from his family and farm while still enjoying his role 
in a band that gave him license to indulge his animal instincts. 
The author covers all of the bases in delineating the life of his 

“Nativists will hate it, but no matter. Khanna makes an urgent, 
powerful argument for more open international borders.” 

move
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subject and makes a convincing case for his iconic status. How-
ever, in arguing that Bonham was a misunderstood man of many 
facets, he underemphasizes the level of his destructive behav-
ior and the deleterious effects that his addictions had on his 
career and those around him. When Kushins writes about how 
Bonham died choking on his own vomit at the age of 32, some 
readers may wonder how he lasted so long. At the time, Led 
Zeppelin was running on fumes, and Bonham wasn’t the only 
one incapable of functioning as he had at his peak. Through-
out, Kushins is sympathetic to the deeply flawed musician, and 
this overlong but largely entertaining portrait is less focused on 
scandal and dark magic than many accounts of the band. Along 
with the chronicle of Bonham’s life, the author includes quoted 
reviews of so many concerts praising Bonham that they even-
tually run together and repeat themselves, like an interminable 
drum solo. Dave Grohl, the Foo Fighters frontman and former 
Nirvana drummer, provides the foreword.

Kushins brooks no dissent about his subject as the great-
est rock drummer ever. Good for Zep devotees and fans of 
the era.

SLONIM WOODS 9
A Memoir
Levin, Daniel Barban
Crown (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593-13885-4  

This unsettling memoir depicts col-
lege friends in thrall to one student’s 
devious, domineering father.

Levin vividly evokes the collegiate 
atmosphere of the early 2010s, focusing 

on the bizarre experiences he endured at Sarah Lawrence Col-
lege. “When I lived there I was a member of what I can now 
call a cult,” he writes. While living in group housing, several 
students’ lives were hijacked by Larry Ray, one girl’s father. Ini-
tially introduced as “an incredible human being” with national 
security credentials, he served time in prison due to a vengeful 
ex-wife’s machinations and involvement in scandals surround-
ing one-time Rudy Giuliani associate Bernard Kerik. Without 
much scrutiny, Ray moved in with the students and insinu-
ated himself into their lives. A manipulative charmer, he soon 
commanded instant obedience. He moved the group to an 
apartment in Manhattan, increasingly controlling their sexual 
identities and inner lives, as he noted: “My skill set has been 
breaking minds, creating loops it’s impossible to get out of….
But I also have the ability to unravel the knots people have 
made in themselves.” The narrative bubbles with tension as 
readers wonder how Ray will further extend his control over 
the group members, who were still “pretending we had some-
thing private, though nothing, really, was private anymore.” 
Even when Levin studied in England, he remained preoccupied 
with Ray. “Something in me,” he writes, “clamored for that feel-
ing: time vanishing, that warmth washing over me, being able 
to share my secret fears, being told—convinced, rather—that 

every thing would be all right.” Levin controls this unsavory 
tale by contrasting Ray’s bombast and deceptions with his own 
struggles with depression and identity alongside intense depic-
tions of settings ranging from the bucolic campus to the group’s 
flashy Manhattan environs. He captures how intense adoles-
cent friendships are vulnerable to manipulation. Sometimes the 
author’s exactitude becomes tiresome, as he relies on re-created 
conversations, including Ray’s menacing monologues. (Ray has 
since been indicted on federal charges pertaining to the events 
documented here and elsewhere).

An unusual, affecting portrait of how post-adolescent 
power dynamics are susceptible to cultish abuse. 

THE LONG WAR 
The Inside Story 
of America and 
Afghanistan Since 9/11
Loyn, David
St. Martin’s (464 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-12842-3  

Former BBC journalist Loyn turns a 
gimlet eye on the war in Afghanistan, the 
longest in the history of the U.S.

“This is not a failed nation but a nation that has been failed,” 
writes Loyn, who was on hand for many significant moments of 
the war. Afghanistan has been failed, he enumerates, by a con-
fused military doctrine. American forces invaded on the prem-
ise that it was best to fight and get out rather than engage in 
nation-building; the U.S. saw itself “not as an imperial invader 
but a force for good, spreading enlightenment and democracy.” 
Some of the other coalition forces were less sure: A German 
senior officer sharply reminded an American commander that 
only part of the job was military, the rest political, while “British 
troops went into Iraq and Afghanistan with a confident swag-
ger, believing that centuries of imperial experience made them 
uniquely well suited to the complex work required.” As it is, 
writes Loyn, the U.S. forces turned out to be the more effective, 
though there was plenty of learning to be done. They had little 
idea of the political and ethnic makeup of the country and not 
much sense that they had to focus on stabilizing the country for 
the great mass of the people as well as on destroying the Taliban, 
who could have been neutralized early on, given better handling. 
On that score, Loyn charges that the Taliban were willing to sur-
render, but Donald Rumsfeld, the U.S. secretary of defense and 
manager of the war, rejected the offer. While early U.S. com-
manders asked Rumsfeld to sideline coalition forces, later ones 
came to rely on their allies, only to fear “a domino effect, where 
other nations followed France and pulled out early.” Loyn’s 
pages are steeped in tragic misinterpretation and always with a 
sympathy for ordinary people who deserved much better.

A well-executed and dispiriting study of imperial over-
reach and cultural collision.
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DESPERATE
An Epic Battle for Clean 
Water and Justice in 
Appalachia
Maher, Kris
Scribner (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5011-8734-6  

One lawyer’s grinding, seven-year 
effort to extract justice for residents of 
an Appalachian mining region. 

In 2004, a New Orleans lawyer named Kevin Thompson 
had scored some successes against polluting corporations 
when he took on the cases of the “Forgotten Communities” 
of southern West Virginia. Over decades, the residents’ water 
had been undrinkable and poisonous; they reported dispro-
portionate cases of kidney stones, diarrhea, and cancer. The 
obvious culprit seemed to be Rawl Sales, a coal-processing 
company that had been dumping toxic slurry into abandoned 
mines that then leached into groundwater. The trick was to 
prove it—and to do it against the army of well-paid and patient 
lawyers pitted against Thompson. As Maher, a veteran Wall 
Street Journal reporter, makes clear, Thompson was battling 
not just a company, but an all-pervasive culture that treated 
mining as sacred. The region’s godlike figure was Don Blanken-
ship, head of Rawl Sales’ parent company, Massey Energy. He 
prided himself on living next to his coal workers, but his own 
gated home, dubbed Crystal Acres, was served by a water line 
that didn’t branch out to other residents, and he was overly 
cozy with a state Supreme Court justice. Maher is fastidious 
with the facts and careful not to oversell Thompson-vs.-Blan-
kenship as a simplistic David-and-Goliath tale. The econom-
ics of West Virginia are more complicated than that, and many 
of Thompson’s victories were Pyrrhic. Even though the text 
is dense with legal motions and depositions, the author main-
tains forward momentum and nicely balances case details with 
more intimate portraits of Thompson, who neared financial 
ruin over the seven years he pursued Massey; area residents; 
and Blankenship, who disgraced himself in 2010 when one of 
his mines exploded, killing 29 workers. It’s both a case study in 
exploitation of the little guy and a playbook for confronting it.

A rigorous accounting of a remarkably hard-fought battle 
for clean water.

SHAKESPEAREAN
On Life and Language in 
Times of Disruption
McCrum, Robert
Pegasus (400 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-64313-789-6  

An affectionate, personal homage to 
the Bard.

Novelist and former editor-in-chief 
of Faber & Faber, McCrum is a lifelong 

Shakespeare addict. At the heart of his book—a mix of biog-
raphy, literary history, and memoir—is a profound pondering: 

“How was it…that he became, and still becomes, ‘Shakespear-
ean’?” Writing in lively, conversational prose, McCrum sets off 
to find an answer as he weaves his way through his subject’s 
life and works, which “enthrall, baffle, and provoke each new 
generation.” In 1995, he suffered a severe stroke, and dur-
ing recovery, Shakespeare’s works “became my book of life.” 
McCrum explores his reception—“at once global and local”—
up to the 2016 election, when the titular term “became a con-
soling shorthand for bewildered American democrats.” The 
author delves into the key early years when the Bard matured 
as a poet and playwright during difficult times, mixing “high 
and low culture, a declaration of artistic intent that was almost 
avant-garde,” and his work “became all about language” woven 
through landscape and history. McCrum sharply examines the 

“haunting, strange, and tragic tale of Christopher Marlowe and 
Shakespeare” and how the latter became a “playwright for his 
people.” As he surveys Shakespeare’s career, McCrum pauses 
for close readings of specific plays. A Midsummer’s Night Dream, 
he writes “brings all [his] natural poetic and dramatic gifts 
into a perfect, at times thrilling, harmony.” Hamlet, “some-
thing utterly and uniquely new,” was the play “that would 
finally make Shakespeare ‘Shakespearean.’ ” In The Winter’s 
Tale, Shakespeare is “fully in command of his stage, his audi-
ence and his art.” McCrum also insightfully juxtaposes the 
works with those of later writers to show how Shakespeare 

“gets remodernized.” He dismisses the authorship debate 
curtly: “Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare.” The unauthorized 
publication of the sonnets in 1609 moved Shakespeare “from 
metropolitan renown to the grandeur of myth.” McCrum’s 
Shakespeare is “omnivorous, witty, sophisticated, wise and—
from page to page—the most wonderful company.”

McCrum’s enthusiastic paean is a warm, welcoming place 
for Shakespeare novices and veterans alike.

“McCrum’s enthusiastic paean is a warm, welcoming 
place for Shakespeare novices and veterans alike.” 

shakespearean



THE REDEMPTION 
OF WOLF 302
From Renegade to 
Yellowstone Alpha Male
McIntyre, Rick
Greystone Books (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-77164-527-0  

Retired National Park ranger McIntyre 
continues his deeply revealing series on wolf 
behavior with this fine portrait of a lobo 

who makes good.
In Yellowstone National Park, McIntyre writes, several 

packs compete with each other for territory and food supplies, 
raiding for female wolves so that—unlike wolf populations at 
places such as Isle Royale, Michigan—the gene pool doesn’t 
become so shallow that natural fitness declines. In many ways, 
by the author’s account, the wolf population of Yellowstone, 
first reintroduced in 1996 after having been extirpated seven 
decades earlier, is thriving. In this follow-up to The Reign of 
Wolf 21, McIntyre focuses on Wolf 302 (Yellowstone wolves are 
assigned numbers and not names, though names are occasion-
ally bestowed), who initially comes across as a bit of a roué as 
wolves go: He steals food from babies and mates with anything 
that moves. When he arrived in the Druid pack, his reputa-
tion preceded him: “The wolves in the Druid pack,” writes the 
author, “were already acquainted with 302 because he had made 
frequent visits to the Druids the previous year and gotten sev-
eral of 21’s daughters pregnant. Their father took an instant dis-
like to 302 and tried to chase him off.” Even so, the charmer 
won dad over, in part by turning on a companion wolf that was 
his nephew, in human terms, and attacking him to indicate 
that he was on the Druids’ side. “I had never seen such bizarre 
behavior in a wolf,” McIntyre writes. That wasn’t the only sur-
prise 302 would spring on his pack mates and human observ-
ers, and though he was a coward and a sneak at first, eventually 
he rose to the occasion and became an honorable alpha male. 
McIntyre tracks 302 over the course of a decade, writing of this 
unexpected transformation appreciatively while backing up his 
tendency to anthropomorphize with solid science.

A great choice for anyone who has a fondness for wolves 
and an appreciation of good natural history.

THE ANTISOCIAL NETWORK
The Gamestop Short Squeeze 
and the Ragtag Group 
of Amateur Traders That 
Brought Wall Street to Its 
Knees
Mezrich, Ben
Grand Central Publishing (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5387-0755-5  

Mezrich delivers a knotty tale of the 
futures market and its discontents.

At the heart of the story are two characters whom we meet 
early on: “Vlad Tenev and Baiju Bhatt weren’t household names,” 
writes Mezrich in prose that harkens to the new journalism of 
old, “but their product was spreading through households and 
dorm rooms at an exponential rate, like a phone-born virus 
powered by pixie dust, exceptional design, and more than a lit-
tle triggered greed.” The product, arrived at after the two expe-
rienced pangs of remorse for “helping rich people get richer,” 
was an app, Robinhood, that allowed ordinary people to trade 
on the stock market without brokerage fees (and not much 
regulatory oversight, as it turns out). One stock that took Rob-
inhood’s interest was coincidentally attracting the attention 
of hedge fund managers: GameStop, a company that seemed 
to lack much vision of how to position itself in a video game 
market that, while its products were digital, required physical 
players to interpret the software. The managers were betting 
against it, shorting the stock. The investors who came to the 
game—Tenev and Bhatt would later be damned for the “gamifi-
cation of trading”—through the app drove it up to improbable 
heights, costing Wall Street billions. Mezrich’s story is a tangle, 
necessarily, since the author has to sort out many threads: the 
drive to “democratize” Wall Street on one hand, the opposite 
drive to keep trading out of the hands of amateurs on the other, 
and more. In the hands of Michael Lewis, the narrative might 
have been neater, and Mezrich lets a few key terms go by with-
out adequate explication—for example, readers new to the 
notion of order flow trading may get lost. The takeaway, though, 
is that life is short and Wall Street complicated. In that world, 
the winners are few and the losers, legion.

A touch long and wobbly but just the thing for alt-finance 
geeks with background in trading language and practice.
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THE PRISON 
GUARD’S DAUGHTER
My Journey Through the 
Ashes of Attica
Miller, Deanne Quinn
Diversion Books (288 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-63576-804-6  

The daughter of a slain prison guard 
tells the story of her quest for truth, 
justice, and recompense for all prison 

worker families affected by the infamous 1971 Attica uprising.
Miller had just started first grade when her father was 

beaten by Attica rioters and left to die. His brutal, tragic death 
brought chaos to a once-happy family. The author began suf-
fering from mysterious stomach problems, while her mother 

“was grieving herself while taking care of two young girls and 
a newborn.” Inevitably, Miller’s family deflected most of the 
questions she later had about her father. She grew up knowing 
only that Attica prisoners were “monsters.” Meanwhile, every-
one else regarded her with a maddening sympathy that sug-
gested they “knew more about the death of our father than we 
did.” The lessons she learned in high school history class about 
Attica proved especially troubling in how they sympathized 
with prison rioters. It was this contradiction that led Miller to 
research the riots to learn what really happened to her father. 
For the next two decades, she followed the litigation that even-
tually ended in the late 1990s with damage awards to inmates 
Miller had held responsible for her father’s death. Outraged that 
Attica prison families had never received redress, the author 
co-founded the Forgotten Victims of Attica. As the leader of 
FVOA, she met with—and, to her surprise, later befriended—
former inmate leaders who helped her understand that Attica 
prisoners and families were both victims of a state penal system 
bent on hiding the truth. Miller provides a welcome testimonial 
to the hardships suffered by Attica prison families and to the 
healing power of reconciliation. However, the drama inherent 
in the story and the narrative momentum suffer from redun-
dant, pedestrian prose.

Miller’s courage and diligence are commendable, but the 
book is a dull treatment of an impassioned tale.

SQUIRREL HILL 
The Tree of Life 
Synagogue Shooting 
and the Soul of a 
Neighborhood
Oppenheimer, Mark
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-525-65719-4  

How did “the deadliest attack on Jews 
in U.S. history” change a Pittsburgh neigh-

borhood and its residents? A gifted journalist sought answers.

In the 1840s, Oppenheimer’s ancestors settled in the Squir-
rel Hill section of Pittsburgh, “a little Jewish Eden” that would 
become “the oldest, the most stable, most internally diverse 
Jewish neighborhood” in the U.S. and the place his father grew 
up. So the author wondered how it would respond after a White 
nationalist killed 11 Sabbath-observers in a synagogue that 
housed two Conservative congregations, Tree of Life and New 
Light, and the Reconstructionist Dor Hadash, on Oct. 27, 2018: 

“When the cameras and the police tape were gone, what stayed 
behind?” In this sensitive and beautifully written account of how 
Squirrel Hill changed in the year after the attack, Oppenheimer 
takes an approach rarely seen in books about mass shootings, 
which tend to focus on the killer or victims. He instead sur-
veys others touched by the tragedy. Many are Jews, including a 
rabbi leading his first post-attack High Holy Days services and 
Orthodox volunteer “shomrim,” or “guards of the dead,” who 
stayed with the bodies until the medical examiner removed 
them. Other subjects come from different faith traditions—
e.g., an Iranian student who set up a GoFundMe account, a 
Catholic artist who created a window display for Starbucks, the 

“trauma tourists” who unhelpfully left “condolence cards that 
promised that the victims had already met Jesus in Heaven.” 
In this wonderfully rendered narrative, Oppenheimer deftly 
shows how, when emotions are raw, the best intentions can 
misfire or fail to satisfy everyone: When civic leaders tried to 
keep attack-related events apolitical, some residents felt more 
benefit would have come from the kind of activism shown by 
students after the Parkland shootings. While the Tree of Life 
massacre targeted Jews, this book abounds with insights for cit-
ies facing the aftermath of any mass-casualty event.

A stunning book that offers an eloquent portrait of an 
antisemitic attack and its effect on a neighborhood.

THE TAKING OF 
JEMIMA BOONE
Colonial Settlers, Tribal 
Nations, and the Kidnap 
That Shaped a Nation
Pearl, Matthew
Harper/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-293778-0  

Novelist Pearl turns to history in this 
study of Daniel Boone and the settle-

ment of Kentucky.
The moment that fuels the narrative is largely a footnote in 

the larger history of the Revolutionary War: Shawnee and Cher-
okee warriors captured Boone’s daughter Jemima, along with 
two other girls, and took them to the British stronghold of Fort 
Detroit. Boone and a few hardy frontiersmen tracked them, res-
cued the girls, and killed a couple of their kidnappers. “The drive 
to protect and avenge family would not end with Jemima and 
Daniel Boone: An Indian killed in the rescue, reports suggested, 
was the son of War Chief Blackfish, one of the…most feared 
leaders and strategists,” writes Pearl, who zooms out to look at 

“A stunning book that offers an eloquent portrait of an
antisemitic attack and its effect on a neighborhood.” 

squirrel hill



this well-known episode in the context of the ensuing war on 
the frontier. That context is as a peripheral theater of opera-
tions in which British forces, having driven the French from 
the western frontier, were busily engaged in recruiting Native 
peoples to go to war against settlers like Boone. As Pearl makes 
clear, in a sense it doesn’t matter which side the Natives cast 
their lot with. They would have lost political power and, in time, 
their lands to the voracious appetites of the Euro-Americans, 
even though one thoughtful Native commander concocted an 
interesting scheme by which captured settlers could be repur-
posed as citizens of those Indigenous nations, which would 

“turn the frontier into an integrated, shared space.” It would not 
come to pass. Though Bob Drury and Tom Clavin’s Blood and 
Treasure covers this ground better, Pearl spins an entertaining 
story. The capable, resourceful Jemima, occasionally forgot-
ten in the narrative, turns up at just the right moments, plot 
points if this were a novel. Memorably, she was there to hold her 
father’s hand as he died at the improbably old age of 85.

A readable though ancillary work of frontier history.

TRAVELS WITH GEORGE
In Search of Washington and 
His Legacy
Philbrick, Nathaniel
Viking (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-525-56217-7  

Retracing the path George Washing-
ton took during five grueling trips across 
the nation during the first years of his 
presidency.

Taking his cue from John Steinbeck’s Travels With Charley, 
Philbrick chronicles his journey with his wife and dog. Unlike 
Steinbeck, he doesn’t claim that they were roughing it. Offering 
an instructive history lesson, the author reminds readers that 
the Constitution did not pass by a landslide. Many Americans, 
perhaps a majority, had supported the Revolution, but there 
was no mass movement in favor of a strong central government. 
The Constitution was the work of America’s educated elite, and 
even their support was far from unanimous. One of the origi-
nal supporters, Washington, as portrayed by Philbrick, is an 
impressive figure who knew that he was a national icon, but this 
did not go to his head. Creating government institutions from 
scratch was difficult, but Washington had plenty of help. Con-
vincing several million ex-colonists that they belonged to a sin-
gle, united nation was his job alone because no one commanded 
his level of respect: “Only Washington could have formed an 
enduring national government in a country created by a revolu-
tion.” Touring every state to show himself and inspire a sense 
of nationalism was a sensible tactic, so that’s what he did. One 
issue that Philbrick doesn’t entirely address is that little of 
great interest occurred during Washington’s trips. The roads 
were terrible, the local inns dirty, and the receptions ecstatic. 
Crowds gathered, officials made speeches, and Washington 
mingled with admirers of all ages, many of whom recorded the 

experience in letters and diaries. Occasionally, he saw former 
colleagues or a familiar battlefield or dealt with political events 
back home. Though some histories of the era treat slavery as 
an unfortunate footnote, Philbrick does not shy away from 
pointing out its evils. When he cuts back to the present, roads 
and accommodations improve, and he encounters monuments, 
museums, and local historians who describe details of Washing-
ton’s visit and, more often than not, disprove a popular myth.

An agreeable historical travelogue.

INDIGO 
Arm Wrestling, Snake 
Saving, and Some 
Things in Between
Powell, Padgett
Catapult (272 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-64622-005-2  

After six novels and three story col-
lections, Powell gathers his magazine 
articles and other short works in his first 
book of nonfiction.

In 2018, Powell, a professor emeritus of creative writing 
at the University of Florida, said that he had quit writing, and 
this book suggests he meant it—all of the pieces were written 
before 2019 and all but one previously published or delivered 
at literary events. Yet if this volume collects exhumed work, it 
has no air of mothballs about it. In a generous foreword, Pete 
Dexter rightly says of the entries: “They move like stories, carry 
the same expectations, they end like stories.” Powell’s intersect-
ing preoccupations are the South—its art, music, food, wildlife, 
and literature—and the demands of writing fiction. Befitting 
those interests, he includes appreciations of his teacher Don-
ald Barthelme and others he’s known or admired from afar: art-
ist William Wegman; writers Grace Paley, Peter Taylor, Denis 
Johnson, William Trevor, and Flannery O’Connor; and Lynyrd 
Skynyrd guitarist Allen Collins, with whom he attended junior 
high in Jacksonville. Standout articles describe Powell’s visits to 
a world arm-wrestling championship in Sweden and his quest to 
see “one of the free world’s last indigo snakes” in the wild amid 
the longleaf pines of Florida and southern Georgia. Elsewhere, 
he derides “craft books” full of “bloviations” on literary grails 
such as “round characters and flat characters; backstory; ris-
ing action, climax, denouement,” and “the bastardizing of tell-
ing versus the apotheosis of showing, hands down the largest 
bogosity of them all; and the existence of the necessary inevi-
table, which nessarily cannot be anticipated before its inevita-
bility becomes apparent.” Some writers will see those words as 
blasphemous, but others will cheer the rare full-frontal assault 
on MFA program orthodoxies. Either way, if Powell has stopped 
writing, he’s going out swinging with a fine left hook.

Memorable reflections on writing and life from an author 
who pulls no punches.
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HOME, LAND, SECURITY
Deradicalization and 
the Journey Back From 
Extremism
Power, Carla
One World/Random House (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-525-51057-4  

A National Book Award and Pulitzer 
Prize finalist urges Americans to find 
new ways to think about terrorism and 

“deradicalizing” former violent extremists.
Power gives surprising answers to some of the knottiest 

moral, legal, and practical questions of the post–9/11 era: Why 
do people join terrorist groups? What do we owe former mili-
tants? What kinds of deradicalization will prevent recidivism? 
Drawing on globe-spanning interviews with sources ranging 
from lawyers and neurologists to former jihadis and their fami-
lies, the author shows that violent extremists tend to lack the 
religious zealotry that Americans often ascribe to them. An 
expert on terrorist groups told her: “The reality is that by and 
large people don’t join for ideological reasons. They join for 
adventure, excitement, or camaraderie.” Many militants are 
also so young and gullible they are easy prey for the Islamic 
State group or other recruiters. In Britain, Power met with the 
mother of a slain 19-year-old who was so naïve when he joined 
IS that he called his mother from Syria to ask, “Mama, would it 
be okay if I rode on the commander’s motorbike?” In Pakistan, 
the author visited an acclaimed school that deradicalizes for-
mer Taliban soldiers, and in Jakarta, she spoke to an Indonesian 
man known as “the Terrorist Whisperer,” who helps ex-jihadis 
learn to give TED-style talks in the hope that their stories will 
deter others. Power’s exceptionally wide-ranging research per-
suaded her that Americans need to stop thinking about former 
militants in absolutist terms like “good and evil” and to take a 
more nuanced approach to fostering their deradicalization and 
preventing the backsliding that may occur during long impris-
onments. Her argument may not sit well with those who—for 
religious, ideological, or other reasons—believe that evil exists 
and society benefits from acknowledging it, but this book is full 
of valuable insights into violent extremism.

A provocative exploration of the appeal of terrorist 
groups and how to counter it effectively. 

EUROPE’S BABYLON
The Rise and Fall of 
Antwerp’s Golden Age
Pye, Michael
Pegasus (408 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-64313-777-3  

A chronicle of the glory years of a 
European city that is no longer as signifi-
cant as it once was.

Now a museumlike gem, for much of the 16th century, Ant-
werp thrived as Europe’s most vibrant center of commerce, 
intellectual life, and free thought. Pye offers a colorful depic-
tion of the city’s “exceptional years.” In 1500, he writes, the 
Low Countries (modern-day Netherlands, Belgium, and Lux-
embourg) were ruled by Spain, Europe’s most powerful nation. 
That era saw a commercial revolution as the colonization of 
America and the Portuguese-devised route to India brought 
back an avalanche of trade that marginalized the Mediterranean 
(and its commercial hub, Venice) in favor of North Sea ports, 
most conveniently Antwerp. Throughout the Middle Ages, mil-
itary power and religion generated wealth, but “Antwerp had no 
court, no bishop, no very famous lord to help define its past…
what made Antwerp rich was the change in trade routes.” At the 
same time, Spain’s Catholic rulers brutally persecuted Protes-
tants. However, chronically short of money and dependent on 
their taxes and loans, they ruled the Low Countries with a light 
hand despite its large population of Lutherans and Calvinists 
as well as Jews expelled from Spain and Portugal. The golden 
years ended in the 1570s when Protestant-dominated prov-
inces rose in revolt and Spain’s army reconquered those in the 
south, wreaking havoc and sacking Antwerp in 1576. Half of the 
population migrated to the new Dutch republic in the north, 
and Amsterdam began its rise. This is an entertaining read, but 
the book is less sturdy history and more an impressionistic por-
trait of its institutions and great men (Bruegel, Erasmus, et al.), 
emphasizing the lives of now-obscure traders, bankers, entre-
preneurs, officials, printers, and booksellers, including a surpris-
ing number of successful women and Jews. It works, but readers 
who already know some of the history will have an easier time. 
Especially welcome are the abundant illustrations and maps.

A vivid and scattershot look at a great Renaissance city.

TRUE RAIDERS
The Untold Story of the 
1909 Expedition To Find 
the Legendary Ark of the 
Covenant
Ricca, Brad
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-250-27360-4  

The fascinating story of a bizarre 
expedition to find one of the most 

famous of all historical artifacts.
Ricca focuses primarily on Monty Parker (1878-1962), a vet-

eran of the Second Boer War and the younger son of a British earl. 
In 1908, he was approached by a syndicate founded to explore 
the claims of Valter Juvelius, a Finnish researcher who claimed 
to have found a cipher in the Bible revealing the location of the 
Ark of the Covenant. Parker joined the effort partly in hopes of 
impressing Ava Astor, a wealthy divorcée who’d caught his eye, 
but mainly because of the enormous value the Ark was expected 
to bring its discovers. By the fall of 1908, Parker, Juvelius, and 
other members of the expedition were in Jerusalem, planning to 

“A provocative exploration of the appeal of terrorist
groups and how to counter it effectively.” 

home, land, security



explore a system of tunnels under the city. Ricca chronicles the 
1867 exploration of the tunnels by Sir Charles Warren, a Brit-
ish officer with a strong interest in archaeology, giving readers 
some context and a clear sense of the difficulties of the project. 
But Parker’s expedition, aided by squads of local laborers and 
financed by rich donors in Britain and America, was on a much 
grander scale. As they began to open up the maze of tunnels, 
they were joined by Father Vincent, a local priest who helped 
them uncover a few artifacts of archaeological significance. 
Meanwhile, Parker pushed ahead, doing his best to make sense 
of Juvelius’ clues while keeping his purpose hidden from every-
one outside the syndicate. In the end, the project fell apart, 
achieving little beyond enraging the local Muslim population 
after an attempt to dig inside the Mosque of Omar. Ricca tells 
the story in novelistic style, switching viewpoints and invent-
ing conversations, which somewhat compensates for the lack of 
any real denouement to the adventure.

An entertaining if slight telling of what was ultimately a 
minor episode in the history of archaeology.

THE PERFECT DAY TO BOSS UP
A Hustler’s Guide to Building 
Your Empire
Ross, Rick & Martinez-Belkin, Neil 
Hanover Square Press (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-335-52252-8  

A new motivational book from the 
acclaimed rapper.

It’s no surprise that the creator of the 
hit 2006 song “Hustlin’ ” can sense an 

opportunity. The idea of rolling out a post-pandemic rule book 
for those looking to make good on their quarantine dreams 
is a good one, even if Ross doesn’t quite pull it off. There’s no 
doubt that the multiplatinum rapper knows how to put words 
together. By fashioning them into bite-sized chapters devoted 
to truisms like “Stack Your Paper” or “Bosses Stay Students,” he 
makes it difficult to poke holes in many of his straightforward 
arguments. He even delivers some intriguing nuggets—e.g., 
when he writes about his visit to Kanye West’s mysterious artis-
tic headquarters, Atlanta’s Pinewood Studios, the sprawling 
property owned by Dan Cathy, the controversial CEO of Chick-
fil-A, who has apparently befriended West. “This kept happen-
ing during my visit,” said Ross, explaining how West would act 
and speak erratically. “Kanye would have my attention and he’d 
be onto something, but then he would lose me.” Interestingly 
enough, the same can be said for Ross, who makes some moves 
of his own that are hard to follow. He begins the first chapter 
with a lovely meditation about buying a John Deere tractor and 
how mowing his own lawn during the pandemic allowed him to 
explore his property in a way that he hadn’t yet because he was 
too busy. Later, he reveals it was essentially product placement 
and a way of using the book to make another deal. “The way I 
promoted my John Deere tractor earlier in this book, you might 
assume they were sponsoring all the landscaping costs at The 

Promise Land,” he writes. “They’re not yet. But I look forward 
to doing business with them in the future.”

An up-and-down self-help manual that reads less like 
motivation for readers and more like an extension of the 
author’s brand.

SMILE 
The Story of a Face
Ruhl, Sarah
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-982150-94-5  

A diligent search for self through 
years of affliction.

Award-winning playwright Ruhl, a 
MacArthur fellow and two-time Pulitzer 
finalist, was pregnant when she opened a 

fortune cookie that contained a cryptic message: “Deliver that 
what is inside you, and it will save your life.” What was inside 
her turned out to be much more than fraternal twins. In a wise, 
intimate, and moving memoir, the author recounts a decade 
of illness, recovery, and self-transformation that followed her 
pregnancy. It began the day after delivering the twins, when the 
left side of her face became paralyzed; she had developed Bell’s 
palsy, a rare condition of nerve damage. She could not blink her 
left eye and, equally devastating, she could not smile. Although 
most people recover from Bell’s palsy within months, Ruhl’s 
persisted, causing not only physical discomforts—she had trou-
ble eating and enunciating—but psychological and emotional 
distress. “Is the self the face?” she wondered as she became 
increasingly depressed at the facial asymmetry that seemed to 
her so “ugly.” Although she had considered herself a person of 
little vanity, now she “veered dangerously close to self-pity” and 
also self-blame for not getting better. Ruhl engagingly reports 
on her interactions with a host of therapists and medical prac-
titioners—some brusque and dismissive, some caring and help-
ful; she even sought advice from a Tibetan lama. Sometimes, 
she admits, “I felt like anatomy rather than a whole.” A posi-
tive test for celiac disease helped to explain why nerve growth 
was inhibited, but it still took years before she could produce a 
semblance of a smile. Within her chronicle of illness, the author 
deftly weaves memories of her father; thoughts about mother-
hood, friendship, writing; and perceptive reflections about the 
meaning of smiling, especially for women. “I thought I could 
not truly reenter the world until I could smile again,” she writes; 

“and yet, how could I be happy enough to smile again when I 
couldn’t reenter the world?”

A captivating, insightful memoir.
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MAJOR LABELS 
A History of Popular 
Music in Seven Genres
Sanneh, Kelefa
Penguin Press (496 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-525-55959-7  

A lively, heartfelt exploration of the 
many worlds of popular music.

Even though this is a big, capacious 
book, New Yorker staff writer Sanneh is 

not exhaustive in his treatment of seven categories of sound: 
Jazz and blues are only lightly mentioned, for instance, even 
though both had a formative role in rock and R&B, and some 
readers may wonder why he calves punk rock off from rock 
to constitute a genre of its own. Still, as he writes, “if you 
emphasize genres, you inevitably find yourself thinking about 
the other stars”—i.e., other than the major players, which 
explains his numerous mentions of Grand Funk Railroad, 
which, though disliked by critics and connoisseurs, was “one 
of the most popular rock bands in America.” Sanneh begins 
with a pioneer who’s still at it, Dion DiMucci, and moves on 
to Bruce Springsteen, “who was a bit of a throwback even 
when he first emerged, in 1973,” before surveying dozens of 
rock artists. Throughout, the author shows himself to be a 
master of the mot juste—e.g., “Starting in the late seventies, 
Van Halen perfected a Day-Glo variant of heavy metal”—and 
his consideration of the plight of “quiet” singer/songwriters 
(think James Taylor and Carole King) is intriguing. Some of 
Sanneh’s genre-slotting is arguable: Prince, for example, can 
fit into just about any category except country, while many of 
Steve Earle’s country songs are as punk as anything by the Sex 
Pistols. As for country, the author is spot-on when he observes, 

“Just about everyone can agree on Dolly Parton. But when it 
comes to country music, people seem to disagree on just about 
everything else”—save that even the most treacly of country 
acts is expected to pay homage to Hank Williams every now 
and then. Sanneh can be funny (“If a track went ‘Oontz, oontz, 
oontz, oontz,’ it was likely to be a house track”), snobbish, and 
even harsh, but it’s clear that he’s listened to just about every-
thing with ears and mind wide open.

A pleasure—and an education—for any music fan.

VOICES FROM 
THE PANDEMIC 
Americans Tell Their 
Stories of Crisis, Courage 
and Resilience
Saslow, Eli
Doubleday (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-385-54700-0  

A collection of interviews about pan-
demic experiences from across the country.

As Pulitzer Prize–winning Washington Post reporter Saslow 
writes, “the virus isolated us in our own homes, our own bubbles, 
our own pods, our own personal hardships, our own ideological 
bunkers. The world contracted.” In his latest book, the author 
movingly documents that sense of isolation. Saslow conducted 
dozens of interviews with Americans of all ages and professions, 
and their voices—presented in lightly edited monologues—
form the crux of this crucial book. Mikaela Sakal, a nurse in a 
dangerously understaffed Detroit hospital, discusses how her 
long shifts involved rushing from one emergency to the next: 

“Alarms are going off every minute….Every one could mean a cri-
sis. I’d go home at night and hear phantom alarms.” Francene 
Bailey describes the agony of knowing she passed the virus on 
to her mother, who eventually died. Anthony Almojera, a long-
time New York City paramedic, notes, “I pronounced more 
deaths in the first two weeks of April [2020] than I have in my 
whole career.” Presented one after the other, and uninterrupted, 
their stories do more than provide a patchwork portrait of the 
country: They also help correct the notion that, whatever your 
personal experience of the pandemic might have been, it was 
the only one. Saslow spoke to doctors, teachers, election offi-
cials, parents, nursing home residents, and countless others, 
and while the specifics of their days might have differed—some 
languished, bored, at home, while others risked their lives at 
thankless jobs—the book also reveals an underlying sense of 
shared humanity. Taken individually, the stories describe not 
only remarkable hardship and suffering, but also resilience, soli-
darity, and hope; taken as a whole, this is a vital historical docu-
ment of a year-plus that none of us will ever forget.

An excellent resource full of well-rendered, memo-
rable portraits of ordinary people enduring extraordinary 
circumstances.

“An excellent resource full of well-rendered, memorable portraits 
of ordinary people enduring extraordinary circumstances.” 

voices from the pandemic



APP KID 
How a Child of 
Immigrants Grabbed a 
Piece of the American Dream
Sayman, Michael
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-525-65619-7  

A notable debut memoir about iden-
tity, immigration, and computer coding.

It’s not the extraordinary experi-
ences of a wunderkind building moneymaking apps while still 
in high school that makes this coming-of-age story so com-
pelling, but rather the ordinary ones. Sayman’s biography is 
undeniably impressive: He built his first app for the iPhone 
when he was 13, and it quickly started earning him $10,000 
per month. At 17, his 4 Snaps app and video promotion landed 
him a meeting with Mark Zuckerberg and an internship at 
Facebook, which he parlayed into a full-time job, where he 
worked on Instagram Stories and WhatsApp Status and devel-
oped youth-oriented projects. By 21, Sayman had landed a 
big-money job at Google. His adventures at those secretive 
tech giants and his insights into their business plans and work 
cultures add even more fascinating layers to the text, espe-
cially considering his problematic home life with his Boliv-
ian and Peruvian immigrant parents and his struggle to come 
to terms with his sexuality. Sayman is a born storyteller, and 
he manages to narrate without falling into the romanticized 
traps that plague so many coming-of-age memoirs. Even with 
his connection to Zuckerberg, there was no outside force to 
save him. He worked through countless challenges himself—
via extensive Google searches, trial and error, and listening to 
others and deciding on his own. “How lucky I’d been to grow 
up steeped in the American belief—or fairy tale, depending on 
how you looked at it—that anyone could reinvent themselves 
at any time,” he writes. “That was the spirit that had driven 
me to wake up to who I really was.” At personal appearances, 
he would explain his life as thoroughly as he could because he 
wanted people, especially Latinx teenagers, to know that a 
similar life was possible for them.

Sayman’s superpower is turning his specific Silicon 
Valley success story into something sweet, universal, and 
inspirational.

BEING YOU
A New Science of 
Consciousness
Seth, Anil
Dutton (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5247-4287-4  

A neurobiological account of 
consciousness.

“Whether you’re a scientist or not, 
consciousness is a mystery that matters.” 

So writes Seth, a neuroscientist at the University of Sussex. 
“For each of us, our conscious experience is all there is.” Some 
current theories make the mystery all the more mysterious: 
the notion, for example, that consciousness is a shared hallu-
cination, a thought that would send a Cartesian into fits. What 
matters, by Seth’s account, is that consciousness arises in the 

“wetware” of our brains, which “are not computers made of 
meat” but are instead assemblages of electrical and chemical 
networks that, crucially, are embodied—i.e., contained within 
a living being. “In my view,” writes the author, “consciousness 
has more to do with being alive than with being intelligent.” 
That said, he depicts the brain as a marvelous thing that we 
only dimly understand but that has provoked tremendous sci-
entific growth in recent years. In one moving episode, Seth 
scrubs in for an eight-hour neurological operation that, by 
exposing the brain to surgical intervention, revealed “the 
mechanics of a human self.” Exploring the nature and content 
of consciousness, the author finds it intricately linked with 
self-consciousness. He also emphasizes its biological nature, 
suggesting that biotechnology, more than the “fleshless calcu-
lus” of artificial intelligence, will bring us further advances into 
what he calls “synthetic consciousness,” teaching machines 
to think in more human terms. As for human consciousness 
proper, it works by means of perception. We perceive the pas-
sage of time, and it passes; we perceive the world, and it exists. 
These are testable notions, he asserts, that help place us in the 
world and in time, allowing us to accept the inevitable, when 

“the controlled hallucination of being you finally breaks down 
into nothingness.” It may not be the most comforting thought, 
but there are worse.

An accessible, unfailingly interesting look inside the 
workings of the human brain, celebrating its beguiling nature.
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THE RIGHT TO SEX
Feminism in the 
Twenty-First Century
Srinivasan, Amia
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-374-24852-9  

Potent, thought-provoking rumina-
tions on feminism as a political movement 
capable of eradicating the subordination 
of women.

Responding primarily to situations in the U.S. and the U.K., 
Srinivasan, a professor of social and political theory at Oxford, 
presents a series of essays with titles like “Coda: The Politics of 
Desire,” “On Not Sleeping With Your Students,” and the titu-
lar “The Right to Sex,” a version of which first appeared in the 
London Review of Books. “There is no right to sex,” writes the 
author early on. “To think otherwise is to think like a rapist.” 
In “The Conspiracy Against Men,” she continues, “there is 
no general conspiracy against men. But there is a conspiracy 
against certain classes of men.” This collection contains a stag-
gering amount of research; the notes and bibliography sections 
span nearly 100 pages, and each essay contains citations from 
numerous scholars and writers: Ida B. Wells, Kimberlé Cren-
shaw, Angela Davis, Ellen Willis, Andrea Long Chu, Audre 
Lorde, Catharine A. MacKinnon, and dozens more. Srinivasan 
addresses pornography, delineating its role in anti- and pro-sex 
feminist debates as well as sharing her experience of asking her 
undergraduate students if porn bears “responsibility for the 
objectification of women, for the marginalisation of women, 
for sexual violence against women.” (Their emphatic answer is 
yes.) The author twice quotes Robin Morgan’s declaration that 

“pornography is the theory, and rape the practice.” Of the uni-
lateral injunction to believe women (“a blunt tool”), Srinivasan 
argues that “when factors other than gender—race, class, reli-
gion, immigration, status, sexuality—come into play, it is far 
from clear to whom we owe a gesture of epistemic solidarity.” 
Throughout, Srinivasan considers significant, pressing ques-
tions: “Can a working-class movement afford not to be anti-rac-
ist?” “Where does morality end and moralising begin?” “Whom, 
exactly…did the sexual revolution set free?”

Featuring excellent criticism of subjects such as car-
ceral solutions and sex education, this is a vital, compelling 
collection.

THE 9.9 PERCENT 
The New Aristocracy 
That Is Entrenching 
Inequality and Warping Our 
Culture
Stewart, Matthew
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-982114-18-3  

A charged study of the second-tier 
wealthy in America, the principal engine 

of inequality.
Yes, the richest of the rich own a disproportionate share 

of the world’s wealth, the top one-thousandth who “now own 
almost one quarter of everything of economic value in the coun-
try.” This represents an index of inequality that, writes philoso-
pher and historian Stewart, we haven’t seen since before the 
Great Depression. Overlooked, though, are the remaining 9.9 
percent in that top-10 tier, those whose net worth, beginning in 
the low millions, collectively embraces “more than half of [the] 
personal wealth in the nation.” These people, overwhelmingly 
White and well educated, are enthusiastic proponents of the 
myths of merit and the wisdom of the free market (“the great 
opiate of the 9.9 percent”), which is not free and also generates 
inequality as a feature and not a bug. Indeed, the capture and 
hoarding of so many financial resources by this cohort yields 
inequality on every front: enclaved neighborhoods that consti-
tute de facto segregated housing, elite schools that constitute 
de facto segregated education, and an academia that is all too 
willing to support these inequalities and the accompanying 
politics of unreason. “Intellectuals like Amy Chua and Jonathan 
Haidt occupy the most meritorious perches in the American 
hierarchy of learning,” writes Stewart. “Why do they have so 
much trouble calling a con job a con job? If they are not stand-
ing up for reason, then who is?” Those are questions demand-
ing answers, and underlying them is that politics of unreason, 
which “always favors injustice over justice and…always targets 
those who are most vulnerable.” Stewart’s charges are com-
prehensive, and sometimes he can be a little testy (“Universal 
American stupidity was undoubtedly a comorbidity factor for 
Covid-19”), but he matches them with a reasonable demand for 
a commitment to economic justice that would elevate all Amer-
icans, not just the lucky few.

A sharp-tongued, altogether readable, and welcome 
assault on unrestrained wealth.

“A sharp-tongued, altogether readable, and 
welcome assault on unrestrained wealth.” 

the 9.9 percent
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BROTHERS ON THREE
A True Story of Family, 
Resistance, and Hope on a 
Reservation in Montana
Streep, Abe
Celadon Books (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-250-21068-5  

An action-packed yet reflective 
account of the quest for a high school 
basketball championship on and off a 

Montana Indian reservation.
“In rural Montana, on the weekend of the state tournament, 

small towns evacuate, their residents filling arenas designed 
for rock bands and college teams.” So writes Outside contribut-
ing editor Streep, setting the scene for a team on the Flathead 
Indian Reservation competing in Class C basketball, which 

“occupies emotional territory somewhere between escape and 
religion.” The Arlee Warriors lack nothing in the way of com-
munity support; when they travel for away games across the 
sprawling state, nearly half the Flathead Nation goes with them. 
In other matters, the players are less fortunate. The school is 
underfunded, the reservation plagued by poverty and addiction, 
and prejudice is seldom far below the surface beyond its bor-
ders. Much of the success of the Warriors can be attributed to 
the skillful coaching and encouragement of a young man named 
Zanen Pitts, who recognizes what his players are up against. 

“Out of the kids that people are afraid to give a chance to, I’d 
give this kid a chance,” he says of one of his students, a diligent 
and inventive player who gives his all off and on the court: “To 
watch him play was to become accustomed to surprise,” writes 
Streep. Other players have their own styles, some brash and 
attention-seeking, some shy but fearless. Readers will applaud 
the boys’ accomplishments against the long odds while shaking 
their heads at the many institutional and social obstacles placed 
in their way, not least of them lack of support from higher edu-
cation. As the author documents, of 222 Montana students 
recruited for college athletics, “just one basketball player was 
Native American, a young woman.” With its excellent on-court 
set pieces and search for context, Streep’s book nicely bookends 
Michael Powell’s Canyon Dreams (2019), a story of basketball on 
the Navajo Reservation.

A thoughtful call for social justice as much as a story of 
striving for athletic excellence.

EIGHT DAYS IN MAY
The Final Collapse of the 
Third Reich
Ullrich, Volker
Trans. by Chase, Jefferson
Liveright/Norton (336 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-63149-827-5  

The author of an excellent two-vol-
ume biography of Hitler chronicles the 
demise of the Nazi regime.

The week between Hitler’s suicide, on April 30, and Ger-
many’s unconditional surrender, on May 7 and 8, 1945, is often 
referred to as Germany’s “zero hour.” As German historian 
Ullrich writes, that short period represented a “profound 
caesura” between the end of Nazi rule and the beginning of 
whatever would come next. “Amid the exhaustion and bitter-
ness,” he writes, “and despite the general lack of self-blame 
concerning the past, many Germans felt reinvigorated, almost 
euphoric, and ready to start over.” The author delivers a richly 
textured day-by-day account of that week in Germany and in 
parts of German-occupied Europe. On the morning of May 
1, fighting continued in Berlin. A day later, Germany’s Army 
Group C surrendered in Italy. Throughout the book, Ullrich 
strains to encompass not just the political and military cur-
rents, but quotidian details, as well—e.g., that starving Ber-
lin residents carved up dead horses on the street. The author 
excels in those smaller, more tightly focused moments, where 
his storytelling abilities are on full display. He relied on dia-
ries, memoirs, and letters, among other sources, to inform his 
account, which is deeply researched without feeling weighed 
down. However, Ullrich’s descriptions of various political 
or military meetings sometimes feel onerous, as he lists the 
name and rank of every person present. These details might 
be crucial to a wider historical reckoning, but nonscholars may 
get bogged down. Ullrich can be uneven in his coverage, too, 
as when he describes the end of the war in the Netherlands 
but not in, say, England or France. Though his latest book is 
by no means comprehensive, it’s still a vital and often vibrant 
account of eight days when people all across Europe were sus-
pended in confusion and chaos.

Strongly written and deeply researched, Ullrich’s account 
only suffers from an occasional surfeit of detail.
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RIGGED JUSTICE
How the College Admissions 
Scandal Ruined an Innocent 
Man’s Life
Vandemoer, John
HarperOne (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-302010-8  

A plea of innocence from one of the 
college officials implicated in Operation 
Varsity Blues, the recent, well-publicized 

college admissions scandal.
Vandemoer was the sailing coach at Stanford when he was 

approached by an operator named Rick Singer, who infamously 
worked the pocketbooks of celebrities and wealthy clients to 
get their children admitted to elite colleges. Singer offered 
largely unrestricted donations to the sailing program, which, 
according to the author, was underfunded, while letting it drop 
that a given client of his might donate $1 million to the program 
if their child were admitted. “At Stanford, as at most colleges, 
small, non-revenue-generating sports—in general, everything 
other than football and men’s basketball—lived and died on 
donations,” writes Vandemoer. “And as the head coach, I was 
responsible for bringing much of that money in.” The money 
came in, and, in time, charges of bribery and racketeering fol-
lowed. The author writes ruefully that the development offi-
cers in the athletic program saw nothing wrong with taking the 
money as a quid pro quo. “I will place Molly on the develop-
ment ‘watch list’ to indicate to admissions that development 
has an interest in the ultimate admissions decision,” wrote one 
officer of a student under consideration. The IRS disagreed, 
and though the courts later found irregularities in the investiga-
tion, Vandemoer—who admits that he had questions about the 
ethics of the contributions and Singer’s wheedling approach—
was the only one of the college officials charged who did not 
personally enrich himself, which earned him the lightest of sen-
tences. It also lost him his job and reputation, a punishment, he 
notes, that Stanford did not apply to anyone else: “I didn’t buy 
for a minute that I was the only one who’d been taken in by 
him. Why would Singer keep coming back, year after year, if his 
efforts weren’t bearing fruit?” That’s a good question.

An effective mea culpa that reveals much about the eco-
nomics and politics of college sports along the way.

THE SECRET LIFE OF FUNGI
Discoveries From a 
Hidden World
Whiteley, Aliya
Pegasus (204 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-64313-785-8  

A seasoned British mycophile pres-
ents a feast of fungi, benign and malign.

No less scientific for its whimsicality, 

Whiteley’s charming, informative survey of fungus reveals many 
little-known facts about a vast array of species, stressing that 
life as we know it would not be possible without the roles played 
by these unique organisms. Neither plant nor animal, but a life-
form all its own, fungi can thrive anywhere on the planet, even 
in outer space. The largest single organism on Earth, notes the 
author, is a continuous specimen of fungus in Oregon’s Malheur 
National Forest measuring 9,650,000 square meters. An able 
guide, Whiteley takes us on a brief tour of taxonomy (the sci-
ence of naming and categorizing species) and a more detailed 
study of osmotrophy (the process by which fungi digest animal 
and plant material). She also contrasts fungi with lichen, the 
latter being composite organisms that include algae or bacteria 
alongside fungi, living mutually. Celebrating the edible mush-
room’s culinary versatility, Whiteley offers an occasional recipe, 
though no tips on foraging; the universe of mushrooms (fungi’s 
fruiting body) is much too complex (and potentially perilous) to 
make decisions without expert knowledge. That said, humans 
have been consuming them for more than 19,000 years and 
employing their medicinal properties for at least 5,000. Certain 
microfungi may hold the key to devouring large amounts of the 
plastics now consigned to landfills and oceans as well as lead to 
new biofuels and other chemical/biological applications. As to 
the more inimical (to humans) varieties, Whiteley surveys hor-
ror tales and films about fungi run amok, but she forgets the 
hijacking spores of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. The author 
closes with a glossary, Dramatis Fungi, ranging from the famil-
iar and tasty Agaricus bisporus, or “Common Mushroom (But-
ton, Chestnut, Portobello, Swiss Brown, Italian Brown),” to the 
lethal Amanita phalloides, or “Death Cap.”

A pleasing assembly of the puzzle of the world with fungi 
as a key piece.

“An effective mea culpa that reveals much about the 
economics and politics of college sports along the way.” 

rigged justice
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In the publishing industry, as in 
many others, merger and acquisition 
announcements are commonplace—
so commonplace that unless you are 
working for one of these companies, 
it’s easy to lose track of who owns 
whom. And really, except for those 
employees, will the world of readers 
really notice that Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt is now going to be part of 
HarperCollins? When the finaliza-

tion of that deal was announced last May, it felt like more 
of the same old thing.

So I was surprised to find myself moved by the late-June 
announcement of the acquisition of Cinco Puntos Press by 
Lee & Low Books. Once a small multicultural publisher, Lee 
& Low has expanded over the past decade or so, acquiring 
Children’s Book Press, Shen’s Books, and Tu Books, target-
ed acquisitions that have allowed it to expand its reach with-
out losing sight of its mission to publish books by and about 
people too often overlooked. The purchase of Cinco Puntos 
is very much in that vein, the small El Paso–based press hav-
ing carved out its own niche as an early publisher of bilingual 
English/Spanish books for children and having built a robust 
list of Latinx and other diverse titles. It is a good fit.

But I’ll miss the old Cinco Puntos. Founded in 1985 by Lee 
and Bobby Byrd, it was the very definition of a passion project. 
They never had the cash that larger publishers did, but they 
never compromised their values. This attitude and this drive 
produced some of the cooler books I’ve handled in my tenure, 
books that were nurtured by the specific vision of the Byrds.

I was charmed by A Perfect Season for Dreaming/Un tiem-
po perfecto para sonar (2008), which was my first introduc-

tion to the multitalented author Ben-
jamin Alire Sáenz. As illustrated by 
Esau Andrade Valencia, it describes 
the gloriously fantastical dreams of 
78-year-old Octavio Rivera, giving 
picture-book readers a taste of magi-
cal realism and a beautiful intergener-
ational story of love and legacy.

Andrade Valencia applied his sat-
urated palette and sense of surrealist 
whimsy to Don’t Say a Word, Mama/

No digas nada, Mamá (2013), a story of sisterly love and gar-
dening from bilingual storyteller Joe Hayes. Mamá’s three 
daughters are prodigious gardeners, growing huge quanti-
ties of tomatoes, corn, and chiles and generously gifting 
their bounty to one another and to Mamá until her kitch-
en overflows.

With trickster story Chukfi Rabbit’s 
Big, Bad Bellyache (2014), Cinco Puntos 
paired the talents of two Choctaw cre-
ators, storyteller Greg Rodgers and il-
lustrator Leslie Stall Widener. When 
Ms. Possum, who needs a new house, 
organizes an “everybody-work-togeth-
er-day” to be followed by a thank-you 
dinner, Chukfi’s scheme to enjoy the 
dinner without doing the work back-
fires in laugh-out-loud fashion. (Note: Widener is a contrib-
utor to Kirkus.)

Xavier Garza’s sweet middle-grade 
series about lucha libre–loving Max 
gives kids a delightful protagonist whose 
family and school relationships form a 
rich, emotional backdrop for the aspir-
ing luchador’s adventures. The fourth in 
the series, Maximilian & the Curse of the 
Fallen Angel (2020), finds Garza’s story-
telling and worldbuilding assured and 
compelling in both English and Spanish 
(via Luis Humberto Crosthwaite’s trans-
lation).

Last year Cinco Puntos ventured 
into graphic novels with Rise of the 
Halfling King (2020), by David Bowles 
and illustrated by the author’s daugh-
ter, Charlene Bowles. It kicks off a 
10-book series adapting stories from 
Bowles’ magisterial YA collection of 
Mesoamerican myths, Feathered Serpent, 
Dark Heart of Sky, for middle graders.

These and Cinco Puntos’ other ti-
tles will find a good home with Lee & 

Low, whose commitment to keeping 
books in print is legendary and who 
will bring back some out-of-print Cin-
co Puntos titles. But it’s still the end of 
an era, as Lee and Bobby will be enjoy-
ing some well-earned rest. They and 
their talented team showed what can 
be done with a tiny budget and big de-
termination.

Vicky Smith is a young readers’ editor.

Leah O
verstreet

PICTURE BOOKS  |  Vicky Smith

Small Press, New Era
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BARB THE 
LAST BERZERKER 
Abdo, Dan & Patterson, Jason
Illus. by the authors
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-8571-6 
Series: Barb the Last Berzerker, 1 

She-Ra meets How To Train Your 
Dragon in this vivacious series starter.

In the world of Bailiwick, bands of 
Berzerkers protect the people and land from roaming monsters. 
Barb is a small, light-skinned Berzerker with a mess of curly 
black hair, a fierce, can-do attitude, and an aesthetic that lightly 
nods to Wonder Woman. When her band of Zerks is tricked 
and captured by an evil demon named Witch Head, only Barb 
is able to escape, stealing the Shadow Blade, Witch Head’s 
magical sword, in the process. Teaming up with Porkchop, a 
friendly blue yeti, it’s up to Barb to harness the power of the 
Shadow Blade and journey to recruit the Northern Zerks to 
help defeat Witch Head. The art is bright, energetic, and stylis-
tically akin to that of Jeffrey Brown. Thick lines, varied panel-
ing, and a consistently large font further the book’s wide appeal. 
Human background characters have a diverse range of skin 
colors. Readers will delight in the occasional gross-out jokes, 
strange creatures (vampire goat fiends, mergoblins, the Grub 
of Death), heartwarming camaraderie, and the over-the-top vil-
lain. Amidst the silly chaos are quieter moments that touch on 
Barb’s familial trauma, the cost of the war between Berzerkers 
and monsters, and what it means to be a good friend. Earnest, 
unstoppable Barb is easy to root for, and the next volume will 
be eagerly anticipated.

Nothing will stop readers from devouring this book. (map) 
(Graphic adventure. 8-12)

GALLOPING GERTIE
The True Story of the Tacoma 
Narrows Bridge Collapse
Abler, Amanda
Illus. by Hastings, Levi
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-63217-263-1  

On Dale Wirsing’s birthday in 1940, 
a 4-month-old suspension bridge col-

lapses before his eyes.
Clean lines and an autumnal palette show young Dale walk-

ing with his parents across the brand-new span, whose sway 
caused it to be called Galloping Gertie. In one spread, its towers 
rise diagonally across the gutter and almost off the page, while 
Dale points excitedly—and the roadway bobs up and down in a 
hint of what’s to come. Attractive, modern design and a friendly 
trim size (approximately 7.5 by 9.75 inches) lend a necessary 
accessibility to this historical tale, while lively illustrations and 

no-nonsense text take care of the rest. Though Dale, watching 
the bridge from the kitchen window, frames the story, the nar-
rative also peeks into other human-interest stories surrounding 
its collapse: engineer Clark Eldridge’s despair, a couple forced 
to abandon their truck, and multiple people trying to rescue a 
dog who was left in a car. (Unfortunately, the dog in fact died, 
but the narrator leaves that truth between the lines.) Depict-
ing both the linearity of suspension cables and the chaos of 
fracturing supports, aided by well-integrated onomatopoeia, 
the art captures the crucial moments of swaying and breaking 
with remarkable accuracy and pathos. Named characters pres-
ent White, with people of color depicted among the second-
ary illustrated cast. Six pages of endmatter neatly summarize 
and contextualize Gertie’s saga, revealing Eldridge’s time as a 
Japanese prisoner of war and recounting the legend of the giant 
Pacific octopus who apparently lives under the current Tacoma 
Narrows Bridge.

Gripping historical engineering drama. (glossary, recom-
mended sources) (Picture book. 7-12)

AMIRA & HAMZA 
The War To Save the 
Worlds
Ahmed, Samira
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-316-54046-9 
Series: Amira & Hamza, 1 

What will it take for two plucky kids 
from Chicago to save the universe from 
certain disaster? Courage with a heaping 

side of love.
Twelve-year-old Amira is a scientist, rational and focused. 

Hamza, her younger brother, is a risk taker, thriving in his active 
imagination. The night of a rare astronomical event brings 
out more than the moon and the stars when they accidentally 
activate an ancient device recovered from the Caspian Sea, al-
Biruni’s Box of the Moon, cracking off a piece of the moon, put-
ting everyone else on Earth to sleep, and bringing an army of 
genderfluid jinn to meet them, the chosen ones. Led by Abdul 
Rahman, the vizier to the emperor of Qaf, and accompanied by 
Maqbool, Abdul Rahman’s aide-de-camp, the jinn escort Amira 
(who does not feel eager or ready to assume these duties) and 
Hamza (who can barely contain his delight) on their quest to 
protect Qaf by defeating wicked dev Ifrit and saving the uni-
verse. In her middle-grade debut, Ahmed rationalizes the irra-
tional with a creative blend of science and magic, building a 
bridge from a familiar world to a new one. A blend of Indian 
culture, Islamic folklore, history, and pointed social commen-
tary are all wrapped up in a fantasy world that is as compelling 
as it is informative. 

Even readers who don’t believe in magic will find them-
selves wishing on a star. (map, author’s note, glossary) (Fantasy. 
9-13)

“Ahmed rationalizes the irrational with a 
creative blend of science and magic.”

amira & hamza
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MY NAME IS BANA
Alabed, Bana
Illus. by Riaz, Nez
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5344-1248-4  

In this picture book drawn from her own experience, young 
activist and author Alabed shares a story about resilience, cour-
age, seeking refuge, and a family’s strength against persecution 
in Syria. 

When Bana asks her mother about the story of her name, 
her mom says that she’s named after a tall bushy tree that grows 
in her native Syria. Her parents gave her the name in the hope 
that she will be strong as the tree. Her mom, who wears a 
headscarf as she and her daughter cuddle in an armchair, 
explains what strength means: being brave even when scared, 
helping others, speaking out for justice, nurturing one’s mind 
and body, and, most importantly, having hope. Beautiful, child-
friendly art illustrates the concepts graphically, with a nuanced 
focus on protagonists’ faces and emotions. Bana recalls times 
when she was strong, like when she persevered despite being 
scared by bombs falling from the sky, when she comforted her 
scared little brothers and improvised a playground in the living 
room to distract them, and when she learned new things and 
made new friends in a new country. In the intimate interaction 
between the daughter and mother, hope and reassurance are 
exchanged, and Bana’s roots grow deeper. In an author’s note 
at the end of the book, Alabed contextualizes and historicizes 
the story and shares what became of her after leaving Syria. 
Importantly, the narrative depicts pride in speaking a heritage 
language, here Arabic, in a new foreign country. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An important addition to children’s literature about refu-
gees, featuring a young activist’s own story. (Picture book. 7-12)

B IS FOR BROADWAY
Onstage and Backstage From 
A to Z
Allman, John Robert
Illus. by Emmerich, Peter
Doubleday (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-30563-8  

Twenty-six letters of the alphabet 
barely contain the excitement and glamour that is Broadway.

The lights are bright as A opens with an audition, as fea-
tured in A Chorus Line. Choreographers create dances, which 
ensembles perform with kick lines. Smash hits such as Hamil-
ton, Rent, and Wicked play to sold-out houses. Leading men and 
ladies sing, excite, and emote, sometimes with artfully designed 
makeup, as in Cats, and with an ably led orchestra in musicals. 
Great shows return with fresh takes: In a recent revival of 
Oklahoma, Ali Stroker performed Ado Annie in a wheelchair 

and won a Tony. Songwriters and composers provide lyrics and 
scores for soaring vocalists and at-home singalongs. Finally, the 
curtain comes down on Flo Ziegfeld and other producers. Well, 
not quite. Ethel Merman, too big for mere ABCs, belts out the 
closing number in her inimitable style. Bright, colorful illustra-
tions showcase the razzle-dazzle of Broadway while notes on 
the bottoms of the pages provide a who’s who (these are supple-
mented by thumbnail bios in the backmatter). Young readers 
smitten with the stage will love the many views onstage and 
backstage. Seasoned ticket holders will enjoy putting a name 
to each face—before reading the notes, please. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Take your seats. No tickets needed for this entertaining 
performance. (Informational picture book. 5-10)

HAPPY CATS
Amari, Catherine & Han, Anouk
Illus. by Lenox, Emi
abramsappleseed (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-4197-5085-4  

Assorted feline friends take front 
and center to demonstrate a variety of (mostly) opposite pairs.

Cats are grouped into loose categories including colors, 
shapes, demeanors, and locations. Each category features six 
different pairings in short two-word descriptions followed by a 
longer six- or seven-syllable concluding line: “white cat / black 
cat / blue cat / brown cat // high cat / low cat / always upside-
down cat.” It won’t take long for readers to begin chanting rather 
than reciting the lines. Pen-and-ink drawings digitally colored 
in muted tones elegantly illustrate all the varieties and possibili-
ties outlined in the simple text. Backgrounds are uncluttered, 
often empty, so readers can take in Lenox’s keen understand-
ing of feline personalities and behaviors. The descriptive words 
are highlighted in bold lettering, boosting accessibility for bud-
ding readers, while nonreaders will enjoy exploring the myriad 
postures expressed in the portrayals. Readers see a “bold cat” 
sitting atop a stool and a “shy cat” hiding below it and a “nice 
cat” licking her kitten versus a “mean cat” with narrowed eyes 
and bristling fur. An the end, cat lovers will surely appreciate 
the many aspects of feline behavior demonstrated by “one cat 
/ MANY cats / hungry cats / scrappy cats / noisy cats / quiet 
cats… / very, very HAPPY cats” as all gather around the feeding 
bowl. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Simplicity at its best. (Picture book. 2-5)

“Beautiful, child-friendly art illustrates the concepts graphically, 
with a nuanced focus on protagonists’ faces and emotions.”

my name is bana
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BLOB
Appert, Anne
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-06-303612-3  

“A creature of indeterminate kind” 
ponders life and existence.

Looking a lot like a softly rounded 
coconut-covered marshmallow, Blob is a lump. Or, well, a blob, 
even though the busybody narrator keeps mistakenly referring 
to Blob as “Bob.” Blob is trying to figure out what it wants to 
be. The narrator helpfully interjects: “As a blob, Bob can be any 
animal you want.” Blob is surprised. “I can?!” Blob morphs into 
a panda, a mouse, a giraffe, and more, all at the suggestion of 
the narrator. But Blob wants to choose its own destiny. Maybe 
a rock, or a star, or…a rock star! The possibilities are endless. In 
fact, that’s the problem. There are too many choices. Blob frets: 

“What if I pick the wrong thing? What if I don’t like it?” Blob 
suddenly feels a burst of confidence and sternly addresses the 
narrator once again on using the correct name and figures out 
exactly what to be. The back-and-forth banter includes some 
funny quips, and Blob’s quest for identity will resonate with 
readers who hear the tiresome, unanswerable question: “What 
do you want to be when you grow up?” Blob, who carries a paint-
brush throughout (first used to sneak an L into the title) real-
izes that everyone can paint their own destiny. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An “ambiguous being” with a focused future makes for a 
fine role model. (Picture book. 3-6)

GUARDIANS OF PORTHAVEN
Arbuthnott, Shane
Orca (336 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-4598-2704-2  

One family stands between a city and 
destruction.

In an alternate future North America, 
Malcolm has trained to be a Guardian 
along with the rest of his uniquely super-
powered family, the Gravenhursts. They 

are known as the city’s protectors against the klek, mysteri-
ous alien robot adversaries, as well as leaders in technological 
innovation. Now, on his 15th birthday, Malcolm’s wish is finally 
coming true, as he is presented to the public at a media event. 
But Malcolm wants to help people by fighting regular street 
crime, like the superheroes he idolizes from old comic books. 
He makes a rare exit from his family’s towering skyscraper and 
goes on patrol only to find something unexpected: Drew, some-
one else with powers. Drew introduces him to Blair and Kazue, 
more superpowered kids; their friend Ibrahim is missing, along 
with others. Initially thrilled, sheltered Malcolm isn’t expect-
ing to learn from them that people’s powers don’t work outside 

the city limits and that his family has some connection to these 
unsettling truths. Arbuthnott revels in some tried-and-true 
aspects of superhero stories—presenting lots of action, ponder-
ing questions of morality, and protecting humanity against alien 
invaders—making for exhilarating storytelling. But the book 
goes deeper as Malcolm comes face to face with the limitations 
of his earlier, limited understanding of crime, policing, and soci-
ety. Malcolm is White; Drew and Blair have dark skin, Kazue’s 
name indicates Japanese heritage (she and Blair are girlfriends), 
and Ibrahim is cued as being of Middle Eastern descent.

Superpowered fun with depth besides. (Science fiction. 10-14)
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ONLY ANTS FOR ANDY
Awan, Jashar
Illus. by the author
Norton Young Readers (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-324-01659-5  

A finicky anteater learns that tastes 
sometimes change.

With a long, stretchy tongue, Andy 
loves to slurp ants—but never any other 
food. Ants taste amazing. Why would 

Andy eat anything else? Andy also likes trucks: tow trucks, 
cement trucks, dump trucks…only trucks. When pal Sam 
invites Andy over for a sleepover at the Sloths’ house, Andy can’t 
wait. But shockingly, Sam’s room is filled with spaceships. There 
is not a single truck to be found. Andy soon realizes that space-
ships are similar to trucks—but in space! Even better. At the 
dinner table, Andy is in for another surprise. The Sloths don’t 
eat ants (in fact, Sam is allergic); instead they eat grubs. With 
eyes squeezed tight in determination (and fear), Andy sticks out 
his long tongue and slurps. Grubs aren’t bad! He has learned 
that he can try new things. Awan builds Andy’s personal discov-
eries one atop the other, with a steady pace, culminating in a 
triumphant victory dance—until the furry algae dessert. “Wait. 
What?” Humorous details in the art will add to the guffaws. Mrs. 
Sloth of course drives incredibly slowly, happily oblivious to the 
traffic piling up behind her and the tortoise jogger that passes 
her; both ants and grubs sport tiny eyes as they crawl or squirm 
about the plates. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Trying new things can be hard, but it’s worth it (except 
maybe not furry algae). (Picture book. 3-6)

AN EARTH-BOT’S SOLUTION 
TO PLASTIC POLLUTION
Ayto, Russell
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5253-0538-2  

A young Earth-Bot wakes up to ocean plastic pollution. 
Neo and his grandfather, both Earth-Bots, live at the ocean’s 

edge. Both have round, cartoon faces and matter-of-factly wear 
spacesuit helmets throughout. Grandpa instructs Neo to clean 
his plastic-infested room, but Neo fixates on video games. After 
Grandpa heads out for the day, Neo’s blissful gaming session is 
repeatedly interrupted. First a seal and later a penguin and a 
turtle implore Neo to help clean up the plastic pollution in the 
neighboring ocean. Neo initially insists he is too busy protect-
ing the planet within his video game, but eventually he helps 
the animals. Spare illustrations are placed on blue or white 
backgrounds, with thin black outlines around characters and 
objects. A neat grid of plastic bottles outlined in white over-
lays ocean scenes, demonstrating the problem’s scale. However, 
the illustrations’ minimalism works against the story’s overall 

effectiveness; when Neo is confronted by the ocean’s mess, his 
facial expression doesn’t noticeably signal alarm. Neo’s video 
game strategies come in handy when he assesses that the plas-
tic-pollution issue cannot be solved by one person alone, a detail 
that saves the story from a video games–are-negative binary but 
not from a sense that it’s basically treading water. A concluding 
note promotes personal actions with an emphasis on reducing 
initial plastics consumption instead of leaning on recycling as a 
single solution. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A recycled storyline without enough twists to feel new. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

MAGIC CANDIES
Baek, Heena
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Bowman, Sophie
Amazon Crossing Kids (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-2959-9  

A child finds connection to the world all around in this 
Korean import.

The illustrations in this unusual picture book achieve a 3-D 
effect reminiscent of claymation. The opening scene shows an 
aerial view of a playground scattered with maple and gingko 
leaves; a tethered dog watches a child aiming at marbles. Accus-
tomed to spending time alone and solitary play, Tong Tong’s fer-
tile imagination infuses a bag of assorted spherical hard candies 
with powers that give voice to unlikely speakers, such as the liv-
ing room sofa and Marbles the old dog, each speaking with Tong 
Tong to share a sentient perspective. The hard candies also 
channel the tough love hidden within Tong Tong’s father and 
Grandma’s bubbly, reassuring voice emanating from another 
realm. The candies’ magic reveals yet another dimension when 
Tong Tong is drawn outdoors to witness nature’s beauty as copi-
ous falling leaves bid farewell to the season. Through these 
uncanny exchanges, Tong Tong not only makes surprising dis-
coveries, but also delves into complex emotions, celebrates a 
continuing relationship with Grandma, and takes courageous 
steps toward a tantalizing conclusion. The enhanced artwork 
establishes depth and perspective, featuring details some may 
find initially unsettling—along with the cryptic, open-ended 
narrative. That said, depictions of facial expressions are skillful 
and endearing, and the interplay between text and illustrations 
will cause readers to linger and ponder.

An enigmatic, quirky representation of an active imagina-
tion in search of understanding and companionship. (Picture 
book. 6-9)
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OBIE IS MAN ENOUGH
Bailar, Schuyler
Crown (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593-37946-2
978-0-593-37947-9 PLB  

An aspiring transgender Junior Olym-
pian swimmer finds the strength and 
pride in his identity to race toward his 
dreams in this debut coming-of-age novel 
by groundbreaking trans athlete Bailar.

Starting over after his abusive and discriminatory swim 
coach excluded him from the team, Obie Chang, a biracial 
(White/Korean) transgender boy worries about catching up to 
the other boys and proving that he is “man enough.” Although 
his family supports him, one of his best friends at school and 
the pool has turned into his biggest bully, and the other is drift-
ing away toward the mean, popular girls. As he dives from the 
blocks into the challenging waters of seventh grade and swims 
toward his goal of qualifying for the Junior Olympics, Obie dis-
covers belonging in his community and in himself. Affirming 
adults—including his parents and grandparents, a new swim 
coach, and his favorite teacher—play significant supporting 
roles by offering encouragement without pressure, centering 
Obie’s feelings, and validating Obie’s right to set his own bound-
aries. Vulnerable first-person narration explores Obie’s internal 
conflict about standing up for himself and his desire to connect 
to his Korean heritage through his relationship with Halmoni, 
his paternal grandmother. A romance with Charlie, a cisgender 
biracial (Cuban/White) girl, is gentle and privacy-affirming. 
Short chapters and the steady pace of external tension balance 
moments of rumination, grounding them in the ongoing action 
of Obie’s experiences. 

Energizing and compassionate. (author’s note, resources, 
glossary) (Fiction. 10-13)

THE CORINTHIAN GIRL
Champion Athlete of 
Ancient Olympia
Balit, Christina
Illus. by the author
Otter-Barry (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-913074-72-2  

“There once was a girl who was given no name,” this picture 
book opens.

Rather than claiming his infant daughter and giving her a 
name, a father abandons her in a marketplace. An elderly slave 
from Athens brings her home and raises her with the rest of the 
household slaves. Known as the Corinthian girl, she grows tall, 
shy, and strong. One day the master of the house, an Olympic 
athlete, spots his son playing with the girl. He is struck by her 
balance and speed and forms a plan. He’s determined to have 
her compete in the Heraean Games, an athletic contest for girls 

and women. With the spirit of a Spartan, she trains day and 
night, becoming faster, quicker, and stronger. When she finally 
competes, her strength and determination push her ahead of 
everyone, and all those gathered cheer. She brings such honor 
to her master that he names her Chloris and adopts her as his 
daughter. This fictionalized tale of a Heraean athlete celebrates 
a young girl’s athletic ability while authentically detailing what 
her life may have been like. Balit’s double-page watercolor illus-
trations use intricate patterns, stylized figuring, and bold colors 
to enhance the narrative and successfully immerse readers in 
ancient Greek life. A closing note details the origins of the Her-
aean Games as reported by Greek writer Pausanias while also 
acknowledging the scant written record. All characters present 
White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An exquisitely illustrated story that depicts a little-known 
piece of history. (Historical fiction. 5-8)

“Short chapters and the steady pace of external tension balance 
moments of rumination, grounding them in the ongoing action.”

obie is man enough
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For years, Lesa Cline-Ransome wrote picture books, 
exploring such disparate topics as maritime history, bac-
teriology, and clandestine schools where enslaved African 
Americans learned to read. Then, in 2018, she published 
Finding Langston, a middle-grade novel about a young Black 
boy who moves with his father from Alabama to Chicago 
in 1946 as part of the Great Migration. She followed that 
up in 2020 with Leaving Lymon, about a secondary charac-
ter from that book, a Mississippi boy who bullies Langston 
mercilessly. With Being Clem (Holiday House, Aug. 3), she 
returns again to the same Chicago neighborhood to tell the 
story of a third classmate, whose father, a Navy sailor, was 
killed in the Port Chicago disaster of 1944 that killed 320 
seamen, mostly African American, who were loading mu-

nitions under unsafe conditions. Through the interlocking 
stories of these three Black boys, Cline-Ransome explores 
three distinct aspects of mid-20th-century American his-
tory—and gives readers three indelible protagonists. We 
caught up with her via Zoom from her home in New York’s 
Hudson Valley to talk about this project. The interview has 
been edited for length and clarity.

Finding Langston began as another picture book, and 
now it’s a middle-grade trilogy. How did that happen?
I had read Isabel Wilkerson’s The Warmth of Other Suns, 
the story of America’s Great Migration. I started trying 
to imagine what that would have felt like for a child leav-
ing the South and coming north, and I thought, Oh, you 
know, that’d be a great picture book. [When] I shared it with 
my editor, Mary Cash at Holiday House, she said, “I think 
it’s kind of a too-long picture book, but it could be a very 
short middle-grade novel.” And I [said], “That’s interest-
ing. I guess I could make it a shorter picture book. I’m a 
picture-book writer.” She said, “But suppose you’re a mid-
dle-grade writer.” I believe in embracing the yes in me. So I 
said, “Sure, I can do it.” I remember hanging up the phone 
and just weeping because I thought, I don’t know what I’m 
doing. I don’t know how to write a middle-grade novel. I imme-
diately reached out to my very dear friend Ann Burg, who 
is a middle-grade author, and she worked with me [as] I got 
the first chapter. After that, it took on a life of its own. It’s 
true that the characters begin to reveal themselves to you. 
I began to fall in love with Langston, and then I wanted to 
know more. Now I can’t even imagine, what was I afraid of? 

I started getting a lot of emails from readers about the 
book, and Mary suggested writing a book about his bully, 
Lymon. I started thinking about [what I knew about Ly-
mon]: He’s a bully, and he has difficulty reading. And I 
thought, Why would he have difficulty reading? At the same 
time I was reading Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward, and 
she touched upon the Parchman State Penitentiary. That 
is how I began the story of Lymon, as a kid falling through 

John H
elperin

WORDS WITH…

Lesa Cline-Ransome
With Being Clem, the author completes her trilogy of middle-grade novels 
about Black boys in midcentury America
BY VICKY SMITH
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the cracks whose father is in the penitentiary and whose 
very young mother is absent, so he’s being raised by grand-
parents. 

After we finished the Lymon book, Mary said, “Now 
what about if we made it a trilogy?” People were very inter-
ested in Clem’s story. It gave me the opportunity to explore 
his friendship with Langston, which I enjoyed. And also to 
explore another period of history that’s often not talked 
about, the Port Chicago disaster.

I was wondering how you arrived at the Port Chicago 
disaster. 
I was at a conference or some type of book event, and I was 
sitting across from the amazing Steve Sheinkin. I love ev-
ery single one of his books, and I picked up The Port Chica-
go 50. And I thought, How do I not know this story? The tim-
ing seemed to be a period that could fit in with Langston’s 
story, and I thought, What if he had a friend whose father had 
died in the Port Chicago disaster? I put it in there not know-
ing that I would be exploring it more fully later on. When 
I began Being Clem, Steve was one of the first people I con-
tacted to find out some details I needed to fill in. He was 
incredibly helpful.

Can you talk about Clem’s mother’s depression?
As a creative challenge, I wanted to draw a different pic-
ture of a mother than I had in the previous two books. But 
I also wanted to draw attention to a situation that I think 
is not addressed enough. This is a woman who is incredibly 
loving and maternal, and her world is really thrown for a 
loop. She doesn’t have much of a support system. There are 
financial challenges, and still she has to provide for these 
children. And she is particularly fragile. She sees herself as 
very mothering and protective, but her children have to 
mother and protect her in so many ways. I don’t think that 
we talk enough about the challenges that mothering pres-
ents, and the lack of support available to mothers, and how 
mental health issues are just not addressed, particularly in 
communities of color. I wanted to bring to the forefront 
that this is something she’s grappling with every single day. 
And not only is she grappling with it, her children are hav-
ing to deal with her depression too, every single day.

How did you decide to make swimming the fear that 
Clem needed to overcome?
As I was exploring the Port Chicago disaster, I started 
thinking about what would his issue be. I started imagin-
ing how learning about his father’s death might have im-
pacted him and the fears that might have instilled. A fear 
of water seemed natural. And he wouldn’t have that much 
exposure to water during that time period. There were 
so very few public swimming pools, pools in schools, [or] 

beaches that were accessible to people of color. And it also 
addresses a lot of the myths and stereotypes surrounding 
Blacks and swimming. You know, people say Black people 
tend not to swim like it’s some genetic deficit. And Black 
people drown more frequently—it’s obviously not because 
of a genetic deficit, it’s just that there’s a lack of access to 
swimming facilities for Blacks. 

My son Malcolm had a really strong interest in swim-
ming when he was little. His sister who’s just a year older, 
Maya, was a really strong swimmer. But he couldn’t seem 
to get the hang of it. Maya joined our local summer swim 
team when she was really young. And he really wanted to 
learn to swim, but he wasn’t a swimmer. He would sit on 
the sidelines and watch her swim. I signed him up for a 
swim class, and I’ve never seen him work as hard at any-
thing as he did with swimming, just so he could make it 
onto this swim team. He worked so hard. He stayed with 
swimming until he graduated high school. He was the No. 1 
male swimmer on the team. But every swim meet we went 
to over his entire swim career, he was still one of the only 
Black male swimmers, which tells you that even 60 years 
after Being Clem, access is still an issue.

Being Clem received a starred review in the June 15, 2021, issue.
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IF YOU ARE THE DREAMER
Balouch, Kristen
Illus. by the author
Cameron + Company (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-951836-27-6  

A series of loving images, mostly 
juxtapositions of animals and their sur-

roundings, add up to a pleasing bedtime book.
Starting off a little awkwardly with “If you are the egg, I am 

the hen,” the text soon pivots to what becomes a pattern, with 
one statement per double-page spread: “If you are the bear, I 
am the den,” and then lines like “If you are the squirrel, I am 
the tree,” and “If you are the traveler, I am the sea.” The flat, 
naïve illustrations of the animals are rendered in a muted but 
attractive palette of pinks, reds, greens, and browns and are usu-
ally offset by a secondary object in a bluish gray. Small chicks 
inhabit each picture, supplying continuity. Vaguely reminiscent 
of The Runaway Bunny in its quiet rhythms, the text continues: 

“If you are the writer, I am the nook. / If you are the reader, I am 
the book.” These lines are illustrated with a skunk scrivening in 
a little gray space under a flight of stairs and an elephant cozily 
reading a gray book while sitting in a patterned green easy chair 
with its pink toes resting on a matching ottoman. The title is 
highlighted in the last two spreads, as a red fox sleeps amid the 
clouds and then a gray, blue, and white galaxy of stars unfolds, as 
the text reads: “And, if you are the dreamer… / I am the stars / 
holding your dreams, / whatever they are.”

Simple rhymes and warm images will invite young chil-
dren to nod off quickly. (Picture book. 3-5)

LOOKING FOR 
A JUMBIE 
Baptiste, Tracey
Illus. by Ren, Amber
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-297081-7  

Naya knows that tonight is perfect for searching for some-
thing scary, but with some new companions, she won’t have to 
search alone. 

As Naya’s mother puts her to bed, the brown-skinned duo’s 
hair appropriately wrapped, indoor and outdoor animals exactly 
where they need to be, a full moon and stars twinkling brightly 
above, Naya has already decided she’s going on an adventure. 
She’s going to find a jumbie—a creature of Caribbean folklore—
an especially scary one, expressing this in a refrain that recalls 

“We’re Going on a Bear Hunt.” Ren’s friendly cartoons illustrate 
Naya’s path out from her warm, pink home into the lush, green 
outdoors. Over the course of her journey, Naya comes across 
some striking creatures that could be jumbies, but they’re not 
quite scary enough. In fact, every creature she meets tonight 
is so friendly it joins her in her search for a scary jumbie. By 
journey’s end, her team is as vibrant and diverse as the stories 

and legends in which jumbies are traditionally found. Bap-
tiste returns Naya and her story back home eventually, but not 
before introducing readers to a cast of folk characters from the 
Douen to Mama D’Leau. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Whether or not jumbies are real is never fully revealed, but 
the power of their stories is as clear as day. (Picture book. 4-8)

MAYA AND THE RETURN OF 
THE GODLINGS
Barron, Rena
HMH Books (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-358-10632-6 
Series: Maya and the Rising Dark, 2 

In this sequel to Maya and the Rising 
Dark (2020), Maya and her Papa, the ori-
sha Elegguá, are repairing a gigantic tear 
in the veil, the astral divider between 

humanity and the Dark.
This exercise is part of Chicago resident Maya’s continu-

ing lessons as a guardian-in-training. Of course, the Lord of 
Shadows chooses this moment for a vengeful strike in retalia-
tion for the orishas’ killing of his creations, the darkbringers. 
Maya notices Papa is taking longer to recover than usual; he 
confesses that ever since the Lord of Shadows held him captive, 
his strength and powers haven’t quite returned—but he doesn’t 
know why. During Elegguá’s visit with wise orisha Obatala in 
the city of Azur, Obatala tells him that the Lord of Shadows 
took his soul during the battle in which Maya set Elegguá free. 
Without his soul, Elegguá will slowly die. In the meantime, 
some of Maya’s schoolmates come into their own godling pow-
ers, which causes them internal confusion and their middle 
school to erupt into chaos—and could lead to celestial chaos as 
well. Like its predecessor, this volume presents a multicultural 
universe that centers West African influences; the worldbuild-
ing is developed here in greater detail, with the action picking 
up later in the novel. Readers are plunged into a continuation of 
the story with little recap, making knowledge of the first book 
a necessity.

Ratcheted-up stakes keep readers invested in this rollick-
ing-good sequel. (Fantasy. 9-12)

CRANKY CHICKEN
Battersby, Katherine
Illus. by the author
McElderry (116 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-6988-4  

Even a cranky chicken can have a 
good time with a friend.

Chicken is cranky. She has cranky 
feet, a cranky beak, and a cranky uni-

brow, a dour, horizontal red line half-concealing her cranky eyes. 

“Ren’s friendly cartoons illustrate Naya’s path out from 
her warm, pink home into the lush, green outdoors.”

looking for a jumbie
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What is she to do when a cheerful, zippy worm insists on being 
her BFF? Speedy the worm is anything but cranky—even their 
eyebrows are cheerful. (Speedy, who volunteers to be Chicken’s 

“wing man” or “wing woman,” doesn’t seem picky about gender.) 
The worm is adamant that the two should learn how to handle 
friendship together. Over the course of five chapters, the pair 
become best buds. Speedy never insists that Chicken change, 
or even that the crankiness means something bad. In fact, the 
worm even takes crankiness lessons so the two can share some 
crank together. When expressive hugger Speedy dons their 
cranky pants and mimics Chicken’s flat, irritable unibrow, it’s 
clear the two are made for each other; Speedy makes Chicken 
feel “that thing when you’re not cranky,” supplying “Happy?” to 
Chicken with enthusiasm. Delightful, simply illustrated panels 
are packed with expressive motion and silliness. Speech (set in 
a faux handwritten type) sometimes overflows speech bubbles 
in a way that feels more accidental than stylized, and on one 
occasion low color contrasts make some difficult to trace to the 
speaker. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will make even the crankiest reader feel that thing that’s 
not cranky. (Happy!) (Graphic early reader. 5-8)

SOUL FOOD SUNDAY
Bingham, Winsome
Illus. by Esperanza, Charles G.
Abrams (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-4197-4771-7  

On Soul Food Sunday, one of the youngest members of the 
family tags along with Granny to learn what goes into making 
the hallmark foods of Sunday dinner. 

An African American family gathers for their weekly Soul 
Food Sunday dinner. One of the youngest grandchildren finally 
gets to help in the kitchen and dons the jacket of his late grand-
father’s Army chef ’s uniform for the special day. Nearby, a pic-
ture of his grandfather seems to look on approvingly. Granny 
and her helper shred cheese and clean and prep the various 
greens and meats. With each step, the narrator gives it his all 
in a rhythmic, pleasingly repetitive text, and Granny warmly 
approves. After the food begins to cook, Granny takes a nap, 
and her little helper goes back to the kitchen and prepares a 
pitcher of sweet tea all by himself. After all, as Granny says 
about each item they’ve prepped together, the greens, the mac 

’n’ cheese, and the meat, “Unless sweet tea is on the table, it’s 
not Soul Food Sunday.” The lively, graffitilike illustrations are 
slightly reminiscent of the 1990s, seen in grill master Roscoe 
Ray’s flip-top sunglasses, Granny’s goddess braids, and the nar-
rator’s high-top fade. There are times, however, when the light, 
spindly type fails to hold up against such robust illustrations. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Perfectly suited to be shared with both those of the cul-
ture and those looking on. (Picture book. 4-7)

I LOVE YOU WITH ALL 
OF MY HEARTS
Bonilla, Lindsay
Illus. by Pace, Eleonora
Creative Editions/Creative Company 
(32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-56846-359-9  

All kinds of animals interact fanci-
fully in loving embraces.

An eclectic collection of animals is depicted in warm, softly 
textured watercolor paintings on double-page spreads. Each of 
the diverse animals is shown affectionately cuddling another 
in novel ways, sometimes two of the same species, sometimes 
completely different. An elephant has a tiny, big-eared fox 
nestled in its ear: “I love you with all of my ears”; an aardvark, 
a tapir and a proboscis monkey twine their snouts together as 
ants crawl around; multieyed spiders ogle each other; a gray fox 
wraps its tail around a lion’s mane; whales and dolphins breach 
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and dive; and a pair of chameleons is locked in a tight embrace: 
“I love you with all of my skin.” The title animal, the octopus, 
loves its child “with all of my hearts.” These and other whimsi-
cal conjunctions of a variety of animals will afford a lively bed-
time conversation, aided by a useful glossary at the end with fun 
facts about all the animals depicted. Did you know that Arctic 
foxes have 20,000 hairs per square centimeter on their bodies, 
and there is a millipede with 750 legs—“more than any other 
creature on the planet!” The nerdy older sib will enjoy this as 
much as the little one.

Playfully shows that love comes in all shapes and sizes. 
(Picture book. 2-5)

GOOD NIGHT, GOOD NIGHT
The Original Longer Version 
of The Going to Bed Book
Boynton, Sandra
Illus. by the author
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-9974-4  

A motley crew of Boynton critters get ready for bed aboard 
a boat in this picture book based on the beloved The Going to 
Bed Book, first published as a board book in 1982.

“The sun has set not long ago. // Now everybody goes below 
// to take a bath / in one big tub / with soap all over— / SCRUB 
SCRUB SCRUB!” In gently rhyming verse that generations of 
readers have committed to memory already, a hippo, a dog, a 
couple of rabbits, a pig, a moose, an elephant, and more take 
a bath, put on pajamas, and brush their teeth. Playfully (but 
slightly inexplicably right before bedtime), they head to the 
deck to exercise. The pacing has been stretched out so that 
scenes that once occupied one page now stretch out over dou-
ble-page spreads. The main addition to the original book’s text 
is an interpolated scene in which the animals pile into bed and 
two rabbits sing a lullaby. Complete with lyrics and notation, 
the song is about many of the critters wallowing in the mud 
with the hippos. The bedtime routine ends with the menagerie 
being rocked to sleep in the arklike boat. Fans of The Going to 
Bed Book will note that very little is actually new, but it is a joy 
to see Boynton’s colorful characters and playful verse in a larger 
trim size. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A gentle and playful bedtime voyage. (Picture book. 2-5)

WOUNDED FALCONS 
Buitrago, Jairo
Illus. by Yockteng, Rafael
Trans. by Amado, Elisa
Groundwood (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-77306-456-7  

The unfortunate wounding of a fal-
con strengthens the bonds between two young boys in Buitrago 
and Yockteng’s latest collaboration.

A falcon springs up from a tree branch, soaring amid blue 
skies and white clouds. The rock comes from below and strikes 
the falcon’s wing. The falcon falls to the ground below. Mean-
while, Adrián and Santiago walk away from a bad day at school. 
Adrián sports a black eye and a clenched fist, and Santiago, who 

“never has any problems,” offers companionship. The friends go 
to an abandoned lot, where Santiago reads and Adrián climbs a 
tree, from which he spots the injured falcon. Concerned, Adrián 
decides to nurse it back to health. At the dinner table, he asks 
for advice from his mom, who instead lets Adrián know that 
she’s heard about the bad day at school and his father “will give 
you what you deserve.” No luck there. Still, Adrián looks over 
the falcon, taking the bird to the “old man who cures bones” 
and feeding and caring for the bird with the help of his friend. 
Adrián’s time with the falcon stirs something in him, something 
that Santiago has known was in him all along: a big heart. In 
Amado’s translation, Mexico City–based Buitrago’s words 
maintain a detached aloofness, masquerading the story’s hints 
of darkness and brushes with pain in a straightforward yet lyri-
cal tone. Overall, the text’s cinematic in scope but intimate in 
its compassion. Colombian illustrator Yockteng’s vivid artwork 
depicts a world in layers, with splatters of colors and intriguing 
details in the backgrounds that urge a second look. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A powerfully, even divinely told slice of life. (Picture book. 
4-8)

THE RAVEN HEIR
Burgis, Stephanie
Bloomsbury (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5476-0637-5  

Isn’t it supposed to be a good thing to 
learn you’re the lost heir?

Cordelia adores her family—her fel-
low triplets, Giles and Rosalind; their 
older half brother, Connall; her mother; 
and her mother’s friend who looks after 

the goats—but their secret castle in the woods is claustropho-
bic. She longs to turn into an animal and explore, but she’s 
promised her overprotective mother that she won’t wander off 
without supervision. Rosalind has her mock sword fighting, and 
Giles has his music, but Cordelia has only the desperate urge 
to fly free with her animal shape-shifting powers. Her dream 
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of freedom twists into a nightmare when angry people bearing 
arms arrive at the castle demanding the war-torn kingdom’s heir. 
The triplets escape into the woods when the others are taken 
captive, shocked by uncovered family secrets. Cordelia, learn-
ing more of her past, now has her own secrets. It’s one thing to 
squabble with Giles and Rosalind, but will they forgive her for 
being as parsimonious with the truth as their mother has been? 
Ultimately, saving the world requires an unbearable sacrifice 
and reveals that even loving family members make dreadful mis-
takes. Though Cordelia and her siblings are primarily sketched 
in lightly around their traits and hobbies, their emotional jour-
neys are rich, believable, and fulfilling. The triplets are light-
skinned, Connall is brown, and the world is racially diverse and 
has a mixed-gender military.

Chaotic, heartwarming, and emotionally satisfying with 
high stakes that keep readers invested. (Fantasy. 9-12)

SOMETHING GOOD 
Campbell, Marcy
Illus. by Luyken, Corinna
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-7595-5742-0  

When something bad is found on the 
wall in the girls’ bathroom at school, an 
entire class must learn what it means for 
their community.

A first-person narrator tells the tale of the day “the bad-
something” was found on the wall. All the girls are called to 
the principal’s office. Mrs. Martínez asks them who did it and 
tells them that this will not be tolerated. The narrator and her 
friends sneak into the bathroom to see what was written, and 
seeing it makes them feel worse. Everyone finds out what the 

“bad-something” was (readers do not), and people begin to eye 
one another suspiciously, wondering who is guilty. Parents are 
affected, and the classroom dynamic is strained, but slowly, the 
school takes steps to remind the community that they are bet-
ter than this incident. The children spend days making art on 
the wall. When they worry that the “bad-something” is still 
there under their beautiful contributions, they talk and write 
poems about how their painting has more good than bad in it, 
and so does the world. The honest, matter-of-fact narration 
places readers squarely in the shoes of the child in the troubled 
class and offers multiple ways to look at one’s roles in the world 
and in one’s communities. The smudgy, scratchy illustrations 
effectively use color and tone to convey mood, with realistically 
diverse characters and abstract representations of the joyful art 
they create. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A valuable conversation starter. (author’s note) (Picture book. 
4-12)

SUPERJOE DOES NOT 
DO CUDDLES
Catchpool, Michael
Illus. by Proctor, Emma
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-911373-55-1  

Everyone knows that superheroes 
can do just about anything, but SuperJoe needs his mother to 
know that they do not do cuddles...well, usually. 

In the space of one day, SuperJoe, a child with brown skin 
and dark brown locs, rescues tourists from a ferocious and 
hungry tiger, stops a runaway train, and saves people “crossing 
over a collapsing bridge, over a raging river, deep in the jungle”—
each potential calamity engineered by his nemesis, the Gray 
Shadow. Before he sets out on each mission, SuperJoe manages 
to dodge his mother’s attempts to get a cuddle. However, at the 
end of the day, when SuperJoe is tucked in tight and ready for 
bed, there is just one thing that can help him fall asleep: a hug 
from his mom. He asks her not to tell anyone about the cuddle; 
after all, what would the Gray Shadow think? Readers will be 
amused to note, though, that, unbeknownst to SuperJoe, the 
Gray Shadow (depicted as a blond White child) is accepting a 
maternal hug at exactly the same time. The cartoon illustra-
tions are bright and lively. When SuperJoe is on a mission, the 
illustrations appear in blocks and panels like a comic book or 
graphic novel. Readers will appreciate the illustrated easter 
eggs that point to SuperJoe and the Gray Shadow’s imaginative 
playtime together. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet story about a child’s active imagination, friend-
ship, and independence. (Picture book. 4-7)

CALL AND RESPONSE
The Story of Black 
Lives Matter
Chambers, Veronica with Harlan, Jennifer
Versify/HMH (160 pp.) 
$18.49  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-0-358-57341-8  

An explanatory lesson about the historical protests of June 
2020 and what led up to them. 

Basing their account heavily on firsthand accounts of 
various Black Lives Matter leaders and New York Times report-
ers, the authors explore the origins of the movement and the 
impact it has had along with the historical events that its lead-
ers built it upon. Beginning with how BLM founders Opal 
Tometi, Patrisse Cullors, and Alicia Garza came separately to 
activism and then together in 2013 via a Black leadership net-
work, they tell the stories of victims such as Trayvon Martin, 
Michael Brown, and George Floyd in the context of the roles 
they played in the movement’s development. The second half 
delves deeper into history with discussions of systemic racism 
and comparisons to the civil rights and Black Power movements, 
allowing readers to clearly identify parallels to the impact on 

“The honest, matter-of-fact narration offers multiple ways to look 
at one’s roles in the world and in one’s communities.”

something good
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Black Americans today. The roles played by athletes, musicians, 
and artists may inspire readers to find their unique paths to 
activism. The authors write with clarity and honesty, holding 
back no truths, but with language that makes the book acces-
sible to preteen readers and adults alike. A logical progression 
of chapters punctuated by informational breakouts and concise 
paragraphs accompanied by photographs on each page make 
for a clean layout and easy reading. 

An educational introduction for young readers and a com-
prehensive primer for adults. (authors’ note, further reading, 
photo credits, bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 11-adult)

WOMBAT
Cheng, Christopher
Illus. by Duthie, Liz
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5362-2036-0  

Equal parts field guide and story—
and all wombat.

Delicately detailed artwork in browns and greens expertly 
generates a storybook feeling of the natural world. Sharing 
pigment with the roots and soil, the wombat’s introduction 
is literally grounding. A day-in-the-life flow introduces usual 
activities like sleeping and territory defense with unrhymed yet 
poetic prose. The effect is endearing, sweet, and approachable. 
A clear serif type relates the narrative of the wombat’s move-
ments. Accompanying facts about their teeth, burrows, poop, 
and more are presented in a spindly, italicized sans-serif type 
with a hand-lettered look that suggests field notes. Cheng’s 
careful yet playful word choices and Duthie’s expert penciled 
lines and brush strokes will draw in art appreciators, educators, 
caregivers, and the children they serve. Fabulous action words 
like snarls, dives, and pants lend themselves to both vocabulary 
building and entertaining read-alouds. One point of confusion 
is the backing of many illustrations with white, which may have 
readers imagining daytime despite mention of the wombat’s 
nocturnal habits. Otherwise, this volume offers a solid combi-
nation of story and information. Wombats’ deployment of their 

“bony bottoms” to fend off their few predators and their secret 
pouches for their young will tickle and warm anyone to the 
wombat’s ways. (This book was reviewed digitally)

Deceptively sharp, like a wombat’s bottom. (index) (Infor-
mational picture book. 5-10)

ANIMAL ARCHITECTS
Cherrix, Amy
Illus. by Sasaki, Chris
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-5625-9 
Series: Amazing Animals 

 A look at the unique ways that 11 globe-spanning animal 
species construct their homes. 

Each creature garners two double-page spreads, which 
Cherrix enlivens with compelling and at-times jaw-dropping 
facts. The trapdoor spider constructs a hidden burrow door 
from spider silk. Sticky threads, fanning from the entrance, 
vibrate “like a silent doorbell” when walked upon by unwitting 
insect prey. Prairie dogs expertly dig communal burrows with 
designated chambers for “sleeping, eating, and pooping.” The 
largest recorded “town” occupied “25,000 miles and housed as 
many as 400 million prairie dogs!” Female ants are “industrious 
insects” who can remove more than a ton of dirt from their col-
ony in a year. Cathedral termites use dirt and saliva to construct 
solar-cooled towers 30 feet high. Sasaki’s lively pictures borrow 
stylistically from the animal compendiums of mid-20th-cen-
tury children’s lit; endpapers and display type elegantly suggest 
the blues of cyanotypes and architectural blueprints. Jarringly, 
the lead spread cheerfully extols the prowess of the corals of the 
Great Barrier Reef, “the world’s largest living structure,” while 
ignoring its accelerating, human-abetted destruction. Calami-
tously, the honeybee hive is incorrectly depicted as a paper-
wasps’ nest, and the text falsely states that chewed beeswax 

“hardens into glue to shape the hive.” (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An arguable error of omission and definite errors of 
commission sink this otherwise attractive effort. (selected 
sources) (Informational picture book. 5-8)

SHEEP COUNT 
FLOWERS 
Chirif, Micaela
Illus. by Mijangos, Amanda
Levine Querido (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64614-119-7  

This Argentine import invites readers to wonder: If humans 
count sheep at night, what do sheep count? 

Sheep, who sleep on the grass in the absence of things like 
pajamas or pillows, have numerous ways to get themselves to 
sleep: They count flowers, and they tell stories about other 
animals (and “airplanes and rainbows”). Readers also learn they 
fly when they sleep, circling the sun; that some “sparkle in 
the dark”; and that they can always flee, just in time, from the 
wolves in their nightmares. Illustrations are trippy, dreamlike, 
and utterly beguiling, with intentionally off-centered compo-
sitions; occasional moments of exaggerated scale; unexpected 
perspectives; repeated moon motifs; and velvety, hazy washes 
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of rich colors with intriguing textures and floating, fine-lined 
drawings of flowers, fish, birds, children (all pale-faced with 
dark hair) dressed as sheep; and more. Deep sapphire blues 
dominate, but they are balanced by pops of golden yellows, 
greens, and oranges. At one point, the text speaks directly to 
readers, urging them not to fret about flying sheep crashing 
into things: “Don’t worry!” Look closely at the spreads about 
nightmares to see that one child has befriended the very wolf 
once snarling. The final spread depicts one child falling asleep 
with an adult caregiver nearby. Final endpapers show children 
sleeping on various cloudlike shapes, with starbursts around 
them. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Shared at bedtime, this richly imaginative story may 
launch children into vivid dreamscapes of their own. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

THE QUEEN ON OUR CORNER
Christopher, Lucy
Illus. by Tudor, Nia
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-911373-88-9  

A child notices a person sitting on 
the corner whom others ignore or fear. 

The protagonist narrates this story of the woman who stays 
on the corner of their street with her dog. In the narrator’s 
mind, the queen is tired from battles won and lost; she has slain 
dragons and journeyed far to arrive here with her royal hound. 

“But nobody around here knows this.” The other neighbors want 
the woman to leave, but the narrator treats her like a queen, giv-
ing her gifts of tea and toast and listening to her stories. The 
imaginative kid sees the queen and her royal hound protecting 
their street at night. And indeed, one night, a fire threatens to 
destroy a building, and the queen’s calls rouse the people in 
time to put it out. But once the tragedy is averted, the neigh-
bors start to head back to their homes. The narrator speaks up, 
telling them what the queen did. The neighbors change their 
attitudes, and together they all build a home for the queen. This 
hopeful tale uses a youthful view of the world to imagine what 
our society could be like if all people and their experiences were 
valued and respected, though it leaves caregivers on the hook 
for explaining to justice-seeking children why the story’s reso-
lution is unlikely in real life. The illustrations match the inno-
cence of the text. The narrator is Black, the queen is White, 
and the neighbors are of various races. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Sweet and thought-provoking. (author’s note) (Picture book. 
4-9)

WE WANT TO GO TO SCHOOL!
The Fight for Disability 
Rights
Cocca-Leffler, Maryann & Leffler, Janine
Illus. by Cocca-Leffler, Maryann
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-3518-9  

Co-author Leffler, who has cerebral 
palsy, explains how children with disabil-

ities won the right to attend public school.
At age 3, Leffler entered public school, where—like “other 

kids with disabilities all around America”—she learned and 
played “side by side” with her friends. But, she learned, “it 
hadn’t always been that way.” In the early 1970s, public schools 

“said NO to millions of children who wanted to go to school”; 
disabled children were segregated in special schools, attended 
inferior classes, or simply stayed home. In an eye-opening dou-
ble-page spread packed with racially diverse, cartoon-style chil-
dren, a child notes, “There’s about 1,000 kids on this page”—a 
fraction of the 8 million disabled children across the United 
States being denied an education. Drawing on the 1954 Brown 
v. Board of Education case banning racial school segregation, the 
determined parents of seven children with disabilities—all of 
whom present as kids of color—filed a class-action lawsuit: Mills 
v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia. Speech-balloon 
dialogue presents parents’ pleas, school authorities’ opposition, 
and lawyers’ arguments. Finally, on Aug. 1,1972, Judge Joseph C. 
Waddy ruled that “children with disabilities must be given a free 
public education,” spurring similar federal court cases. Illustra-
tor and co-author Cocca-Leffler warmly depicts figures with 
an array of skin tones; some children are blind, and some use 
wheelchairs. Leffler presents White.

An accessible introduction to a little-known but life-chang-
ing victory for disabled children. (note, timeline, authors’ note, 
attorney’s note, sources) (Informational picture book. 5-8)

LORE OF THE WILD
Folklore and Wisdom From 
Nature
Cock-Starkey, Claire
Illus. by Aitch
Wide Eyed Editions (80 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-7112-6071-9  

This collection of legends, creation 
stories, and traditional tales from around the world focuses on 
nature and omens. 

Stories and lore are grouped thematically into categories: 
animals; birds; bugs; flowers, plants and trees; weather lore; 
omens. Each of these six sections begins with a folktale or cre-
ation story from a particular culture and then groups additional 
concepts and beliefs into spreads containing short paragraphs 
on particular subjects. Each spread shares ideas hailing from 
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cultures, religions, and belief systems from around the globe, 
and from ancient cultures to more recent ones, with an empha-
sis on European traditions such as Irish, Celtic, Roman, and 
Norse mythology. Legends from different cultures about simi-
lar topics can be compared side by side, such as the European 
beliefs that goats are stubborn versus the Middle Eastern and 
African traditions that consider goats to have dignity. The sheer 
amount of trivia included can keep readers busy for hours, and 
the bright, artful illustrations give each spread a pleasing design 
that allows the eyes to rest in between the paragraphs of text. 
Some readers will skim while others will pore over every fact 
over and over again. As a whole, this collection offers an illumi-
nating look at the human relationship with the natural world as 
well as our tendency to find meaning in what we see. 

Engaging and informative. (glossary, index) (Religion/folk-
lore. 6-11)

BEAVER AND OTTER GET 
ALONG...SORT OF
A Story of Grit and Patience 
Between Neighbors
Collard III, Sneed B.
Illus. by Sodano, Meg
Dawn Publications (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-72823-224-9  

An enterprising beaver establishes a 
home despite some neighborly interference.

When Beaver discovers a valley stream lined with aspens, 
alders, and pines, he begins work on his new lodge. For several 
weeks he cuts trees, removes branches, and weaves them across 
the stream to form a pond and build a lodge for himself and his 
new mate. Gradually, the pond attracts a diverse community of 
plants and animals, including Otter, who fishes in Beaver’s pond 
and creates a racket with his rambunctious family. While pond 
life quiets in winter, the otters manage to turn Beaver’s lodge 
into a toboggan run and repeatedly create holes in the dam that 
Beaver must repeatedly repair. In spring, both Beaver and Otter 
have new families, but the otters remain pesky. Over time, how-
ever, Beaver and Otter learn to co-exist as their environment 
transforms. Within this seemingly simple story of animal neigh-
bors, the author successfully introduces facts about beavers and 
otters, concluding with helpful sections on how each species 
adapts, on beavers as engineers, and on commensal relation-
ships. Teaching tips for reading the text aloud and prompting 
social-emotional learning, along with suggestions for activities 
and a brief bibliography of nature-awareness materials, provide 
a pedagogical boon. Engaging, accurate, realistic watercolor 
illustrations present Beaver and Otter at work and play in their 
natural habitats. 

A visually appealing and scientifically informative intro-
duction to beavers, otters, and their interaction. (Picture book. 
4-8)

THERE’S A MOUSE IN 
MY HOUSE
Collins, Ross
Illus. by the author
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-2022-3  

A large polar bear who lives in a very 
ordinary human-looking house finds that a mouse has moved in 
and won’t leave.

In rhyming text, this sequel to There’s a Bear on My Chair 
(2016) features the same two animals at odds again. The small 
mouse wears a patterned ski sweater and has moved in, lock, 
stock, and barrel, hanging pictures on the walls (one of a big 
hunk of Swiss cheese and the other of himself), playing soft 
rock on a boom box, and eating everything in sight (except 
for “one pistachio”). He causes all sorts of trouble. “He’s made 
my bathtub overflow! / It flooded the room down below, / so 
now I’m soaked from head to toe. / That’s it! / I’m done! / He 
has to go!” The last three lines are printed in larger and larger 
type to indicate the bear’s frustration at the drops raining down 
from above. But when the mouse’s rodent friends, all dressed in 
wildly patterned sweaters and party hats of their own, come by 
bringing treats and fun, the bear eventually gets into the groove 
and decides “Hey…these mice are nice!” There’s a bit of Seus-
sian fun in the illustrations as more and more mice show up in 
the colorful cartoons, and once again, Collins makes the most 
of the difference between the little mouse and the burly bear. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Another improbable but amusing story of animal friend-
ship. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE PRONOUN BOOK
She, He, They and Me!
Corrigan, Cassandra Jules
Illus. by Milton, Jem
Jessica Kingsley Publishers (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 21, 2021
978-1-78775-957-2  

This picture-book guide introduces 
the concepts of pronouns, gender identity, and sex traits through 
the instruction of two narrator characters.

Welcoming readers with smiles and waves, Ellie, a Black 
child, and her friend Casey, a White teen, jump into a back-
and-forth lesson about pronouns. After presenting the basics 
of what a pronoun is and examples of how to use one, they 
explain the traditional role of pronouns to indicate a male or 
female “biological sex.” Their conversation shifts into gender 
identity, providing definitions for “cisgender, transgender, nonbi-
nary, and several other identities that fall under the umbrella of 
nonbinary. Although Ellie and Casey start with a binary foun-
dation, they explore alternative singular pronouns, including 
they/them/theirs and neo-pronouns such as fae and xe and their 
different forms. Presented entirely through dialogue (often in 

“There’s a bit of Seussian fun in the illustrations 
as more and more mice show up.”

there’s a mouse in my house
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speech bubbles), their guidance makes an important distinc-
tion between gender identity and pronouns, noting that anyone 
can use any pronouns, with encouragement to try out which-
ever pronouns feel good. Along with Casey and Ellie, diversely 
illustrated characters demonstrate etiquette, including how to 
ask someone’s pronouns or how to react after accidentally mis-
gendering someone. Despite these strengths, the book falters 
in its consideration of intersex people. The definition of inter-
sex appears out of place on the same page with neo-pronouns 
rather than during the discussion about sex. Additionally, the 
language that explains sex falls short in comparison to the rest 
of the sensitive standard of education in this guide. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A useful conversation starter. (resources, glossary, further 
reading) (Informational picture book. 5-8)

HELLO, TREE
Crespo, Ana
Illus. by Phumiruk, Dow
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-316-42526-1  

A steadfast pine tree grows alongside 
a young girl.

The tree narrates, describing how 
the pair play together and provide each 

other comfort and companionship. Life is serene in the for-
est clearing where both the girl’s family’s house and the tree 
are situated, until a lightning storm brings fire and chaos. Ani-
mals flee, and the girl and her family evacuate, leaving the tree 
alone. Miraculously, the tree survives, yet destruction is all 
around. Charred trunks, barren land, and the ruins of the girl’s 
home have replaced the verdant lushness of the thriving forest. 
Nature finds a way though, and through the combined efforts 
of the human and animal communities (the latter never anthro-
pomorphized), the forest regrows, and the cycle of stewardship 
is passed along to the next generation. Though told from the 
tree’s perspective, this quietly powerful tale of ecological aware-
ness will prompt reflection about readers’ own roles in coex-
isting with and protecting nature. The simple, evocative text 
captures the placid, ever faithful voice of the tree and pairs well 
with the detailed illustrations. The deep greens of the mature 
forest project a strong sense of reassurance and vitality that 
effectively contrasts with the bleak browns, blacks, and grays of 
the post-fire scenes. The girl and her family have black hair and 
olive skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Both an appreciation of nature and an ultimately hopeful 
reminder about our symbiotic relationship with it. (additional 
facts, author’s notes) (Picture book. 4-8)

WHAT LIVES IN THE WOODS
Currie, Lindsay
Sourcebooks Young Readers (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-72820-975-3  

A tween who is obsessed with Agatha 
Christie moves into a haunted house.

Twelve-year-old Ginny Anderson and 
her older brother, Leo, are less than thrilled 
to be spending a month of summer vacation 
away from their Chicago home. They are 

relocating to Saugatuck, Michigan, for their historical restoration 
expert father’s research. Ginny will be missing the mystery writ-
ing workshop she’s been looking forward to, and Leo doubts 
there’ll be many basketball courts in the sleepy town. Oh, and 
there’s one more thing: The fancy historic house they’ll be stay-
ing in might be haunted. Saugatuck residents whisper of mutant 
creatures concocted by a long-ago mad scientist roaming the 
surrounding woods, and everyone avoids the place. It doesn’t 
take long for Ginny to encounter some spooky situations, but 
with the help of a new local friend, Will, she is on the case. The 
setup is familiar and the tone consistent with other middle-
grade spook books, but the novel really shines when it spends 
time with Ginny as she works out the manor’s mysterious past; 
she is a swell character, shaded enough to feel genuine. The mys-
tery is exciting but a bit uneven: There’s a lot of buildup, with 
occasional thrills and chills before the investigation begins, but 
the reveal comes so quickly readers may be forgiven for assum-
ing there’ll be a last-minute twist. Regardless, the scares are real, 
the resolution satisfying, and a sequel would be welcome. Main 
characters are presumed White.

A thrilling read with an engaging protagonist. (Mystery. 9-13)

PARKER SHINES ON
Another Extraordinary 
Moment
Curry, Parker & Curry, Jessica
Illus. by Jackson, Brittany
Aladdin (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-5344-5474-3 
Series: Parker Curry 

In this follow-up to Parker Looks Up (2019), the mother-and-
daughter author team explores Parker’s experience as a big sis-
ter, beginner ballerina, and friend. 

One day in dance class, Parker careens into new student 
Mira, whose performance of some advanced moves leaves 
Parker impressed and excited. When Parker wonders how she 
can dance like Mira, she “looks up” and is inspired by the post-
ers of well-known Black ballet dancers in the dance studio. She 
practices at home to perfect her moves, even when little sister 
Ava and baby brother Cash interrupt. On the day of her recital, 
Parker is surprised to see that Mira is overcome with stage fright 
and thinks quickly to help her and thus save the show. This is a 

“The simple, evocative text captures the placid, 
ever faithful voice of the tree.”

hello, tree
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charming story of determination and friendship. Parker models 
excellent skills of kindness in her relationships with her siblings 
as well as with Mira. Jackson’s colorful, child-friendly cartoons 
include illustrations of basic ballet movements, some incor-
rectly labeled; they also depict Parker and her classmates danc-
ing on pointe though they are much too young and not wearing 
proper toe shoes. Both lapses will have balletomanes clucking 
their tongues. The backmatter includes brief bios of the danc-
ers seen on the posters, a note from Jessica Curry about Parker’s 
love of dance, and an afterword from Misty Copeland. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

This second Parker book indeed shines (but not as ballet 
instruction). (Picture book. 5-8)

JAZZ FOR LUNCH! 
Dapier, Jarrett
Illus. by Mello, Eugenia
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-5408-8  

This picture book embodies the 
rhythm and flair of the jazz that inspired it.

A little boy is headed to a club for lunch with his aunt Nina, 
who is a regular. The club serves jazz for lunch: “Sounds of the 
kitchen and the music mix together” as the instruments sing 
from the stage and the food swings from the kitchen. Every-
thing is exciting until the boy, who narrates in first person, finds 
they are stuck in the back. He can’t see the stage, he can’t get a 
bite to eat, and the dancers and waiters are stomping on his feet. 
Overwhelmed, they leave early, and Auntie Nina promises him 
a surprise. The next day at Auntie Nina’s house, it’s a “rhythm 
kitchen, / high flyin’ stomp. / Teachin’ me to cook, / it’s a hot 
house romp!” Vinyl records are playing the jazz greats, prompt-
ing the chefs to name their dishes after them and to take inter-
ludes to play some pots as drums and celery as trumpet. They’ve 
only just finished cooking when another surprise comes knock-
ing at the door. This joyful book is an experience in itself, with 
the text in rhythmic, rhyming verses and the bright, busy illus-
trations screaming movement, noise and joy. Aunt and nephew 
present as Black, and they are surrounded by a crowd with a 
range of skin tones and hair textures. Endpapers introduce jazz 
legends in ways that will entice readers to learn more on their 
own. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This energetic jazz lunch is not to be missed. (Picture book. 
3-8)

ALL THE FEELINGS UNDER 
THE SUN
How To Deal With 
Climate Change
Davenport, Leslie
Illus. by Smith, Jessica
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-4338-3391-5  

Learning about climate change can 
arouse all kinds of feelings, but there are ways to cope with 
them and to use them productively. 

A therapist experienced in the field of climate psychology 
offers tween and teen readers a combination of climate change 
facts and coping tools. She provides solid information about 
what we now know about climate change, its causes and con-
sequences, and how we’ve learned that, interspersing her expla-
nations with self-help suggestions. She encourages readers to 
identify their own values, think about how these values can help 
them face the challenges of a changing world, and develop their 
own climate action plan. Each of the five chapters includes one 
or more examples of a teen or teen group that has been active 
in a variety of climate issues. Each includes numerous exercises 
designed to help kids recognize their feelings and “build emo-
tional resilience”; these include rating the strengths of their 
feelings, creating snow globe–like “mindfulness jars,” and civic 
engagement. Concepts like eco-grief, systemic racism, negativ-
ity bias, and window of tolerance are set in boldface and defined 
both in context and in a helpful glossary, but there’s no index. 
The writer’s assumption is that learning about climate change 
might make her readers feel frightened, sad, nervous, or angry 
and that climate injustice is unfair. She encourages them to 
recognize and act on these feelings, but she does not acknowl-
edge that they might encounter people who disagree with them. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

An interesting and unusual approach to eco-awareness for 
tweens and teens. (note for caregivers, directory of climate-
aware therapists, acknowledgments, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 
11-16)

THE CHILDREN’S MOON
Deedy, Carmen Agra
Illus. by LaMarche, Jim
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-338-21639-4  

A “children’s moon” occurs when the 
moon is seen for several hours after sunrise.

Since children were traditionally sent to bed early, before 
the moon had a chance to rise, the moon in this picture book 
feels that she never has a chance to see children. She begs the 
sun, a rather haughty fellow, to let her experience seeing the 
young people of the Earth. The sun keeps refusing her requests 
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until the moon gives the sun the experience of viewing his fel-
low stars in the universe, “and if he felt less grand…he also felt 
a little less lonely” afterward. The moon asks once again, sing-
ing out, “will you please-please-please-with-a-comet-on-top let 
me see the children?” Only then does the brilliant yellow orb 
arrange for the moon to have this experience. Told in the man-
ner of a folktale, the story is followed by instructions on how 
to see the so-called children’s moon after the waning gibbous 
phase and a page of miscellaneous facts about the moon. The 
softly warm paintings feature the two heavenly orbs with many 
different expressions on their very human faces. They shine 
down on different places all around the Earth, and one final 
double-page spread shows a multiracial cast of kids gazing up. 
This can be used effectively as a bedtime story at home or as a 
playful adjunct to lessons about the sun and the moon and their 
places in the solar system. 

Smooth prose and amusing illustrations explain a monthly 
astronomical occurrence. (Picture book. 4-6)

THE BEATRYCE 
PROPHECY 
DiCamillo, Kate
Illus. by Blackall, Sophie
Candlewick (256 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5362-1361-4  

DiCamillo returns to fairy-tale mode 
with the story of a girl destined to unseat 
a king.

One by one the players take the 
stage: Answelica, a fearsome goat whose teeth mirror her soul—

“large, sharp, and uncompromising”; hapless Brother Edik, who 
sees beauty everywhere; Beatryce, a bedraggled child who 
arrives at the monastery knowing only her first name and who 
shocks the monks by being able to write; Jack Dory, an orphan 
with a gift for mimicry; and finally Cannoc, an old man who 
has given up everything except laughter. (There are bad people 
also, of course, because this story takes place during a time of 
war, but none of them are given proper names.) Cast out from 
the monastery and endangered by villains, they take refuge in 
the dark woods where Beatryce begins to remember more than 
her name and attempts to answer the question, “what world is 
this I now inhabit, and how shall I live in it?” The story is told 
in language as clear and beautiful as an illuminated manuscript, 
with characters who spring instantly to life. The fairy-tale 
conventions give it a sense of timelessness and omnipresence 
without once becoming twee or unwieldy. Blackall’s luminous 
black-and-white illustrations and medieval-style spot art add to 
this feeling and are wonderful at conveying emotion through 
posture, pose, and delicate linework. Characters are described 
and drawn as White. 

A book with an angelic soul: large, sharp, and uncompro-
mising. (Fairy tale. 8-14)

J.D. AND THE 
FAMILY BUSINESS
Dillard, J.
Illus. by Roberts, Akeem S.
Kokila (128 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $6.99 paper  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-0-593-11155-0
978-0-593-11157-4 paper  

Breakout kid barber J.D. embraces a 
summer of opportunity.

Readers met J.D. Jones just as he 
took his hometown of Meridian, Mississippi, by storm, winning 
himself community acclaim and a chair at the revered Hart and 
Sons barbershop in series opener J.D. and the Great Barber Battle 
(2021). What’s next for the haircut prodigy? School’s just get-
ting out, and there’s so much life happening outside—if only 
one can escape home learning with the grandparents. J.D.’s sis-
ter, Vanessa, brings along multitalented mutual friend Jessyka 
to share an ambitious challenge: “Let’s start a YouTube channel!” 
Can they get millions of views and wow the whole world? They 
are already amazing at haircuts and hairstyles—all they need is 
to learn how to make a great YouTube video. The story models 
strategies for scripting short videos reflecting the templates of 
viral YouTube hair tutorials, inviting readers to not only see the 
journey of the characters, but maybe also practice these skills 
at home. This book is bound to educate all about some of the 
most storied and cherished traditions within the Black commu-
nity. Bringing in Vanessa is a great touch to extend the series 
across gender, and hopefully she’ll get a chance to lead her own 
adventures. This book blends skill-building, entrepreneurship, 
and strong family values to give young Black children visions 
of what’s possible when they follow their passions and embrace 
their community. 

A strong second outing for Dillard and J.D. (Fiction. 6-9)

BAREFOOT DREAMS OF 
PETRA LUNA
Dobbs, Alda P.
Sourcebooks Young Readers (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-72823-465-6  

Against the backdrop of revolution 
in northern Mexico, 12-year-old Petra 
Luna must undertake a hero’s journey.

The 1910 appearance of Halley’s 
comet, the citlalin popoca, is seen as a 

bad omen by many, but not Petra, a mestizo girl who believes 
in science and reason, not old superstitions. Omen or not, 
there are dark days ahead for Petra, as a military coup results 
in her father’s conscription, leaving her to provide for her fam-
ily. Then the Federales return and destroy their village—but 
where is safe? Between the harsh environment and looming 
threats of violence, the only option left is to head north to los 
Estados Unidos and hope to cross the border. Along the way, 
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Petra anchors herself in her aspirations for literacy and learn-
ing, bringing along the most treasured traditions of her ances-
tors and discarding those that no longer serve. The parallels 
between past and present government corruption and violence 
make this historical fiction that is as relevant as ever. Though 
the author drew inspiration from her own family stories from 
a century ago, the bones of the story could easily apply today. 
With its tight focus on Petra, the book does not address the 
broader historical context of the impact of U.S. involvement in 
Mesoamerican politics, but it may spark curiosity and encour-
age readers to explore this history on their own.

A timeless and timely tale of one girl’s journey to save her 
family and discover herself. (author’s note, timeline) (Historical 
fiction. 10-14)

A HUNDRED THOUSAND 
WELCOMES
Donovan, Mary Lee
Illus. by Cho, Lian 
Greenwillow Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-287772-7  

With so much distrust, anger, and 
hate in the air, a genuine expression of welcome is just the balm 
we so desperately need.

Whether offered in English or Urdu, Japanese or Lakota 
Sioux, the sentiment opens doors to friendships unimagined. 
Shared among family, friends, or strangers around a table of 
food, no matter how humble, the sense of welcome can build 
more bridges than political edicts. From celebrating Sukkot to 
offering shelter from a storm, smiles and greetings level many 
barriers. “May the road rise to meet you, / and walls fall away.” 
Donovan’s gentle, multilingual poem, although bumpy at times 
(“Ahlan wa sahlan. // Bienvenida. // Huānyíng. / I greet you in 
sunshine / or by light of the moon”), whispers a call to the souls 
of those in want of comfort. The belief that each of us matters, 
regardless of religion, nationality, or race, comes through with 
sincerity. “Tell me your stories, / sing me your songs. / Life has 
more flavor / since you came along.” Cho’s warm watercolor 
portrayals of myriad faces from different cultures meld seam-
lessly with the text, depicting welcoming households all over 
the globe. The diversity of ages and family configurations adds 
to the affirmation of life and good cheer. The concluding guide 
to languages included, including pronunciation and number of 
speakers, enriches this multicultural experience. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Céad mile fáilte to this heartfelt message of inclusivity 
and compassion. (introduction, author’s note, artist’s note, 
sources, bibliography) (Picture book. 4-8)

A TALE AS TALL 
AS JACOB 
Misadventures With My 
Brother
Edwards, Samantha
Illus. by the author
Andrews McMeel Publishing (208 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5248-6504-7  

Once upon a time, a quiet baby was 
born, and Samantha thought he was per-

fect—until the day he learned to crawl and her sweet, precious 
baby brother turned into a tiny tornado.

As the years pass, Jacob struggles with his behavior, 
impulses, and speech, and Samantha struggles to connect with 
Jacob. Even after Jacob has surgery to help his speech and 
receives an ADHD diagnosis, Samantha finds herself increas-
ingly frustrated and expresses guilt when she lashes out. She 
just wants a brother who won’t destroy her toys, nearly kill her 
goldfish, and unintentionally hurt her when he’s upset. It’s not 
all bad, though. Jacob’s fearlessness helps Samantha loosen up, 
and his quick thinking saves them from bullies. This fiction-
alized graphic-novel account told from Samantha’s perspec-
tive honestly reflects the author’s experiences with her real 
brother—“and some of those things have nothing to do with 
ADHD; they’re just pure Jacob-ness.” The paneled illustrations 
are the ideal format to depict their frenetic relationship. The 
bright colors and the characters’ animated expressions show-
case a simultaneously hilarious, heartbreaking, and loving sib-
ling dynamic many readers will find familiar. Mom and Dad are 
heavily involved, helping Samantha navigate her feelings and 
giving her support as needed even as they struggle at times par-
enting a child with ADHD. The family presents White; there is 
diversity among secondary characters. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

All the feelings will be felt with this engaging and genuine 
story of a sister and brother. (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

IT FELL FROM THE SKY
The Fan Brothers
Illus. by the authors
Simon & Schuster (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-5762-1  

When a strange orb falls into their 
habitat, the Spider commandeers it, constructing “Wonder-
Ville” and selling tickets to long lines of curious insects.

The object (readers will recognize it as a yellow-green mar-
ble) invites considerable speculation. Is it a gumdrop, a comet, 
a chrysalis? The Spider, nixing the chatter, asserts that “what-
ever it is, it most certainly belongs to me,” insisting that the 
sphere has fallen into his web. He constructs a “Grand Exhibit” 
to showcase “the Wonder from the Sky.” As lines of visitors 
lengthen, admission increases from one leaf to two—then 

“The characters’ animated expressions showcase a simultaneously 
hilarious, heartbreaking, and loving sibling dynamic.”

a tale as tall as jacob
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more—until visitors cease. The Spider presumes they’ve 
gone to invite prospective customers. That self-aggrandizing 
assumption is rendered moot by “the Unexpected Disaster. 
/ A five-legged creature stole the Wonder and took it back to 
the sky.” (This deus ex machina is a child’s hand.) Time passes, 
WonderVille reverts to its previous state, and insects return. 
The Spider, ignored, experiences a nighttime epiphany as stars 
shine down. “They didn’t hide their light from anyone. Not 
even a selfish Spider.” Patiently, he spins webs, and “sure enough, 
more Wonders fell from the sky.” In graphite-gray spreads rife 
with delicate flora, colorful new “Wonders” (a thimble, pushpin, 
Lego, and more) captivate the neighborhood—free of charge. 
The Fans’ marvelous illustrations sparkle with nuance, from 
lofting dandelion seeds to the Spider’s dew-dropped web. The 
pro-community message is slightly undermined by the choice 
to portray a gendered, top-hatted, preponderantly male cast. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Well-nigh Wondrous. (Picture book. 4-8)

YUSUF AZEEM IS NOT A HERO
Faruqi, Saadia
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-06-294325-5  

Twelve-year-old Yusuf Azeem is excited 
to start sixth grade until he finds hostile and 
racist notes in his locker.

Pakistani American Yusuf lives in 
the small town of Frey, Texas, with his 

father, who owns the A to Z Dollar Store; his mom, a freelance 
journalist and editor; and his younger sister. Yusuf has a feeling 
that 2021 will be a great year; he’s especially looking forward to 
participating in a robotics competition. Then he runs into bully 
Ethan Grant, a White boy whose father belongs to a nationalist 
group opposing the construction of a local mosque. With the 
20th anniversary of 9/11, Yusuf ’s social studies teacher has made 
it the subject of an assignment. Uncle Rahman gives Yusuf his 
journal from 2001—when he was 12—and through it Yusuf 
learns about how his uncle and other American Muslims were 
affected by Islamophobia and why 9/11 still matters today. Yusuf 
endures a life-changing incident when Ethan makes an accu-
sation that publicly terrifies and humiliates him. Faruqi seam-
lessly interweaves Uncle Rahman’s journal entries into the story 
and realistically portrays the relationships and dynamics of the 
town’s small Muslim population. Yusuf ’s character is well devel-
oped; surrounded by a loving family and tightknit community, 
he slowly finds his voice and the strength to stand up for what’s 
right even if it is scary.

A timely, emotional story full of hope and love even in the 
face of discrimination and prejudice. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
10-14)

THE TINY STAR
Fox, Mem
Illus. by Blackwood, Freya
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-30401-3
978-0-593-30402-0 PLB  

A full life is depicted.
Fox’s gentle prose begins with a tiny 

star falling from the sky. The narrator is careful to reassure 
readers that “this happens all the time.” In a twist expressed 
so straightforwardly it feels possible, the text relates that it 

“turned into a baby!” The interracial couple that finds the baby 
wraps it in a star-covered quilt. That blue, cozy blanket stays 
with the child, a steadfast marker for readers to follow as the 
child grows and changes (but is never gendered). “It grew older 
and older, / and older still. / And even older than that. / The lon-
ger it lived, the more it was loved.” That once-tiny star is now 
depicted as a brown-skinned human with straight, black hair, 
surrounded by family and friends. Then, as once it grew larger, it 
now begins to shrink, stooped over, using a walker. Depicted as 
a frail, smiling elderly human, it settles in to the very same chair 
into which the star first fell. Suddenly, all that is left is the quilt. 
The loved ones, all mourning, seek comfort in looking at the 
sky and seeing the star once again. “Every heart was lightened. 
/ Every heart began to mend.” Grief can feel impossible, but 
Fox’s words whisper straight to one’s heart while Blackwood’s 
characteristically warm, smudgy illustrations exude warmth. A 
true sense of community is found within; neighbors gather, ani-
mals flock together. Blackwood and Fox embrace growth and 
love. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A soft touch of peace for a life well lived. (Picture book. 4-8)

HOLD THAT THOUGHT!
Galbraith, Bree
Illus. by Scurfield, Lynn
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Aug. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-294-4  

 Finn awakens at night with “some-
thing rustling around inside their head.”

While Finn uses they/them pronouns, other children in the 
text are assigned gender-specific pronouns; the casual, inten-
tional use of the nonbinary is welcome validation for many 
readers. But this concept book is not about gender—it is an 
exploration of how one person’s seminal idea can blossom large 
and beautiful, especially when friends support and/or collabo-
rate. The stylized line-and-color illustrations feature children 
of varied racial presentations, their expressive faces rendered 
with simple lines of ink. Finn, who has pale skin and black hair, 
shares a bedroom with similarly complexioned brother Oscar, 
sleepy-faced as Finn excitedly reveals their idea, which “slid to 
the top of their tongue and begged to be shared.” The acces-
sible text uses a captivating combination of words synonymous 

“A timely, emotional story full of hope and love 
even in the face of discrimination and prejudice.”

yusuf azeem is not a hero
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with thinking and imagery that makes an idea appear tangible. 
As Finn trots happily to school and begins discussing their idea 
with other students, the art shows its expansion with bright, 
sunny colors, swirling patterns, and shapes suggesting posi-
tive feelings. Frowning, freckle-faced Otis, a White boy, insists 
Finn’s idea is weird and that only his gray, rocklike idea is valid. 
Finn rallies after a moment of self-doubt and then invites all the 
children to contribute. Will Otis come around? What is this 
exciting, burgeoning idea? On the final page, vibrant, colorful 
artwork eases the tension introduced by the text’s open-ended-
ness. Immediate discussion is demanded.

Unique, playful, provocative. (Picture book. 4-6)

FEARLESS
The Story of Daphne Caruana 
Galizia, Defender of Free 
Speech
Gattaldo
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-1918-0  

An arresting example of the importance of journalism and 
protest.

This paean to Maltese journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia, 
created by disciple Gattaldo, captures her bravery, resilience, 
and outspokenness while sketching out her life and showing 
that dedication to both her profession and ideals was inter-
twined with how she lived. Striking illustrations—the focal 
points are in color while detailed drawings and paintings in the 
background are primarily monochromatic—are tied closely to 
the text, vividly portraying her personality and beliefs, showing 
her unique role in a male-dominated occupation, and revealing 
her and most of her compatriots to be White. Most of the injus-
tices she fought—censorship, racism, environmental degrada-
tion, and employment inequality—are not explicitly addressed 
in the text, though they appear in newspaper headlines within 
the illustrations; this seems a missed opportunity to explain 
her accomplishments in some detail. Readers unfamiliar with 
Malta may have additional questions, and her death by car 
bomb is mentioned only in the final biographical note, which 
simultaneously invites in a younger audience and may prevent 
an older one from understanding the risks she took to use her 
voice. While such omissions may render this selection unable 
to fully stand alone, it could easily work as a starting point for 
research or an introduction to journalism, protest, and/or social 
emotional skills.

Though lacking in detail, this timely portrayal of a Maltese 
journalist will certainly inspire. (author’s note) (Picture book/
biography. 5-10)

CROWBAR
The Smartest Bird in 
the World
George, Jean Craighead with George, Luke 
& George, Twig
Illus. by Minor, Wendell
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-06-000257-2  

Can a rescued crow become a pet?
A young boy spots a baby crow on the ground, unable to fly, 

and brings it home to nurse back to health. Mom warns him 
that this is a big challenge and that the weak crow could die. 
Grandpa warns that crows can be pests, which prompts the boy 
to research crow intelligence to prove him wrong. The narra-
tor names the bird Crowbar. Within a month, Crowbar is fly-
ing, and though he lives outside, he doesn’t abandon his human 
friend. He taps on the boy’s bedroom window and caws to wake 
him every morning. The boy learns a bit of crow language but 
can’t get the bird to speak English. Crowbar begins snatching 
articles in his beak—a bracelet, a coin, a spoon. Crowbar uses 
the coin as a kind of surfboard to go down a slide, impressing 
even Grandpa. Despite his affection, Crowbar is also alert to 
the call of nature and eventually leaves, ready to live in the wild. 
Two of George’s three children are listed as collaborators on 
the Newbery Medalist’s final picture-book text; together they 
find the perfect balance of warmth and information. Minor’s 
lovely illustrations use a slightly subdued palette, giving the bird 
plenty of personality without anthropomorphizing him and 
depicting his human family as White. Two pages of facts about 
crows and suggestions for further reading conclude the book. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweet story of nature and nurturing. (Picture book. 4-6)

I HEAR YOU, FOREST
George, Kallie
Illus. by Mok, Carmen
Greystone Kids (36 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-77164-736-6 
Series: Sounds of Nature 

A whimsical tale of a child who lis-
tens hard in enjoying the woods.

A kid wearing a yellow shirt, reddish-orange overalls, and 
gray lace-up shoes tells readers, “The forest has lots to say…if 
you listen.” Every spread features onomatopoeic text that simu-
lates the sounds of trees, leaves, animals, and other living things, 
and the child notices all of this. On one double-page spread, 
three squirrels nibble orange nuts or fruits in a tree while the 
child stands underneath, eyes closed, soaking in the sounds. 
The kid, who has pale skin and thick, black hair rendered in 
strokes that give it a ropy look, walks with an adult into the for-
est on the title page, and, on the last page, they leave together, 
hand in hand. But for most of the story, the young protagonist 
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enjoys the forest alone, confident, safe, and immersed. The 
mixed-media illustrations, awash in greens and blues, portray 
the animals somewhat anthropomorphically. For instance, in 
the final scene, 13 animals appear, and all but one of them looks 
adoringly at the humans exiting the woods. While the illus-
trations offer young children opportunities to name different 
animals, scientifically oriented readers might be disappointed 
that vague anatomical details make some of them impossible to 
identify. The story kicks off the Sounds of Nature series.

A good reminder that a stroll through the woods should 
provide lots of opportunities to slow down and notice. (Picture 
book. 4-7)

WHAT ARE SISTERS FOR?
Glazer, Anya
Illus. by the author
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-291606-8  

Koala sisters and lots of questions 
characterize this sweet sibling story.

Little Bea is one inquisitive koala, and her big sister, Ada, 
has all the answers—until she doesn’t. This moment of mild cri-
sis doesn’t arrive until several spreads first establish Ada not as 
a know-it-all but as someone with a big imagination who finds 
creative ways to respond to Bea’s incessant queries. A typical 
exchange, conveyed in speech balloons, reads, “ ‘Where do 
shooting stars go?’ ‘They fall to the ground, obviously.’ ‘So where 
did that one go?’ ‘Hmm, I guess that would be somewhere in the 
jungle.’ ‘And what happens then?’ ‘They sprout from the ground 
as starberries.’ ” Bea latches on to this particular response and 
wants to find said starberries, so off to the jungle the sisters 
go. The gentle watercolor cartoons are akin to Kevin Henkes’ 
mouse books in feel, which should assuage any readers’ fears 
that grave peril awaits the sisters in the jungle. They do get lost, 
but only long enough for Ada to have a tiny breakdown about 
being unable to answer Bea’s questions or to find their way 
home. Bea isn’t worried, though, and, following her lead, Ada 
calms down quickly. A little more exploring provides them with 
a fun discovery before they do return home, safe and sound, 
relationship strengthened. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Storytime fun for sisters—or for anyone, really. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

JUST A THOUGHT
Exploring Your Weird, Wacky, 
and Wonderful Mind!
Gruhl, Jason
Illus. by Font, Ignasi
Bala Kids/Shambhala (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-61180-860-5  

Playfully serious thoughts about thinking for deep-think-
ing children. 

“A happy thought the other day / went running through my 
mind. // It crashed into another thought— / the scared and wor-
ried kind! / Then an angry thought blazed in. / It wasn’t very 
nice. / But it got squashed by two sad thoughts / that made 
that thought think twice.” Flowing rhyme and illustrations 
as bold as the ideas make this abstract concept approachable. 
Thoughts constantly bouncing inside our heads are character-
ized as oddball, unkind, helpful, creative, and so on. “Where do 
they come from?” By making analogies to such familiar things 
as clouds drifting by, an “ocean, / deep and wide,” or “fuzzy 
sheep / that prance and wander, bound and leap,” the text sug-
gests that thoughts help everyone explore their world. It also 
clearly states that “thinking thoughts / doesn’t make them true” 
and that “most thoughts can just be left alone— / no need to 
judge or fear.” Most illustrations have dark backgrounds but 
also include large blank spaces that allow readers’ thoughts to 
expand. A repeated motif of eyes and insight begins with a col-
lection of eyes on the endpapers and continues on each spread. 
Cartoon characters include animated shapes, real and imagined 
animals, and a kid with brown skin and dark, curly hair. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A positive and calming guide for those who are looking 
inward. (author’s note, meditation exercise) (Picture book. 5-8)

THE BEE
Han, Becky
Illus. by Peturs, Tindur
Inhabit Media (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-772-27300-7  

An Inuit child’s flight from a bumble-
bee sends them running across Nunavut.

Happily playing on the playground, Apita is startled by the 
buzzing of the bee. Frightened, Apita cries, “Qaariaq, qaariaq, 
qaariaq,” which translates to “Don’t come near me!” This deter-
mined bee follows Apita from one community to the next as 
the kid, clad in a puffy red-and-white–checked coat, runs and 
runs. Three days later, Apita reaches the town of Igloolik, but 
the bee is there, buzzing, “Apita, wait for me!” Apita does not, 
running from the unwelcome insect for five more days. When 
Apita reaches Rankin Inlet, they stop, puffing from the effort. 
The bee has followed the child again, but this time Apita has 
stopped long enough to hear the bee’s protestation: “Apita, I 
won’t hurt you!” Apita finally understands, responding, “Come 
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here, dear little bee.…I’m not afraid of you!” Finally Apita 
understands that they’ve been running away from an energetic 
playmate. Inuk singer/songwriter Han adapts her song “Qaar-
iaq” for this brief picture book, incorporating lots of repetition 
that will lend the story to reading aloud. (Readers who do not 
speak Inuktitut will be grateful for the glossary and pronun-
ciation guide on the final page.) Peturs’ soft line-and-color 
illustrations depict a treeless landscape dotted with sprays of 
small purple flowers, likely purple saxifrage. A large red school 
building greets Apita in Igloolik and an inuksuk in Rankin 
Inlet, embracing both modernity and tradition. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Should delight little ones with rhythmic and repetitive 
words and actions. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE MAILBOX IN 
THE FOREST 
Hara, Kyoko
Illus. by Takahashi, Kazue
Trans. by Mallia, Alexandrea
Museyon (74 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-1-940842-53-0 
Series: Forest Friends 

A young girl exchanges letters with a 
forest friend.

Even from her apartment window in the city, first grader 
Mayu can see the forest that is near her grandparents’ house. 
Every time she looks at the forest, she smiles and imagines what 
it must be like to be in it. Luckily for Mayu, she stays with her 
grandparents for the winter holidays and is excited to explore. 
One day she stumbles across a box in a tree, labeled “mailbocks” 
and inviting passersby to drop in their letters. Realizing who-
ever made the box spelled mailbox wrong, she writes a letter 
with the correct spelling. The next morning she finds a letter 
for her in the forest mailbox, which begins a correspondence 
with her mystery forest friend, whose name she learns is Konta. 
She soon discovers the joys of writing letters and that her new 
friend is a young fox. Hara pens a sweet story of magically every-
day life and an unexpected friendship. Appropriate to the focus 
on letter writing and format, each letter is placed on its own 
page, Mayu’s missives tidy and Konta’s full of misspellings and 
cross-outs. The illustrations switch between full color and black 
and white, adding playfulness and whimsy. This Japanese import 
is infused with distinct cultural elements, from foods to the 
teru teru bozu doll Mayu makes with her grandfather to ward 
off the rain.

A charming story of everyday life with a hint of magic. (Fan-
tasy. 5-8)

PUDDLE TROUBLE
Harper, Charise Mericle
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-7595-5508-2 
Series: Pepper & Boo, 2 

One cat and two dogs are faced with 
a rainy day.

“Twelve paws like to play outside.” 
But whom do they belong to? Book 2 in 

the series reintroduces Pepper and Boo, both dogs, who share 
a total of eight paws. The last four belong to Cat. On a rainy 
day, both Cat and Pepper would rather stay indoors (though Cat 
assures readers it’s not from fear of water). And even after Boo 
lists all the outdoor fun that can be had in the rain, Pepper wants 
to stay indoors since their thin fur is not warm enough. That’s 
when Boo gets busy searching for a “fun coat.” One is so tight 
Pepper can’t move, and another is so hilariously big Boo can’t 
tell which end of Pepper is which. When at last they find the 
perfect coat (after Cat reminds readers that “cat fur is perfect”), 
the dogs discover the rain has stopped and Pepper’s perfect coat 
is now too warm for a sunny day. With illustrations that show 
an explosive splash and equally explosive Cat “YEOWR!” the 
eminently doggy solution to this new problem creates “puddle 
trouble” for Cat. With a keen sense of pet psychology, Harper 
presents the two dogs interacting mostly with each other via 
speech balloons and Cat addressing readers directly with an 
extremely opinionated and funny monologue. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A realistic slapstick tribute to the differences between cats 
and dogs. (Graphic early reader. 5-8)

PROTEST!
How People Have Come 
Together To Change 
the World
Haworth-Booth, Alice & Haworth-Booth, 
Emily
Illus. by Haworth-Booth, Emily
Pavilion Children’s (168 pp.) 
$22.50  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-84365-512-1  

Discover the history of the world’s most effective protests.
Arranged in a mostly chronological format, this book 

documents an international history of protest and resistance. 
The text is quick to note that it “is not a complete history. It 
includes a selection of famous and less well-known movements, 
focusing on nonviolent protest. Rather than describe a hand-
ful of protests and their contexts in depth, [they] have chosen 
to present a broad range to give a sense of the many possibili-
ties of what protest can be.” This summation captures both the 
strengths and the flaws of the text. The Haworth-Booths pro-
vide glimpses into myriad cultures and social groups, including 

“This Japanese import is infused with distinct cultural elements.”
the mailbox in the forest
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movements not frequently seen in U.S. children’s books such as 
Chile’s early 1970s protests against food shortages and Nigeria’s 
Abeokuta Women’s Revolt in the 1940s. Unfortunately, though, 
they cover so many topics that the information has been con-
densed until key pieces are missing. This could be a permissible 
sin if there were thorough, user-friendly backmatter enabling 
readers to investigate more deeply elsewhere, but the cramped 
bibliographic essay does not comprehensively provide specific 
citations or documentation. Some sections are missing vital 
information, such as whether stories are documented or anec-
dotal, key facts, and cultural context. The crisp tone is more 
reminiscent of a textbook than enjoyable nonfiction, and the 
pink, gray, and black color scheme of the illustrations provides 
little excitement. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

How can such a passionate topic be rendered so blandly? 
(Nonfiction. 8-12)

A HOUSE
Henkes, Kevin
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-309260-0  

When does a house become a home?
A perky little house is festooned with 

birds in the morning and stars at night. The window over the 
pale blue door is as round as the full moon shining brightly in 
the night sky. The little house is rained upon and snowed upon, 
and throughout all of this the text refers to it as simply “the 
house.” Questions prompt readers to talk about the house and 
what’s around it. But despite the inviting white clapboard siding 
and the rose tiled roof, the house sits quite alone on its green, 
flowerless lawn. Round windows, rectangular doors, sunny days, 
rainy days—nothing seems to be what it takes for the great 
transformation. Wait, is that a dog? Look, a cat! They’re head-
ing toward the house, and they’re not alone. Five human figures, 
three tall, two small, and all reminiscent of Playskool toys, enter 
the house. Soon there are flowerpots by the door, flowers in the 
garden, and faces smiling through the window—a home! Calde-
cott and Legacy winner Henkes has put together a charmingly 
and deceptively simple interactive book that helps young read-
ers identify shapes, delve into the concept of counting, and rec-
ognize meteorological phenomena. The soft colors and gentle 
questions serve to invite participation rather than coerce it. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

The uncomplicated format and artwork make this a sweet 
mindfulness exercise. (Picture book. 3-7)

HOW THE SEVEN WONDERS 
OF THE ANCIENT WORLD 
WERE BUILT
Hénková, Ludmila
Illus. by Svoboda, Tomáš
Albatros Media (56 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-80-00-06134-4  

A Czech import surveys the legend-
ary Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

The ancient world was filled with architectural marvels, but 
few have captivated European-based cultures like its so-called 
Seven Wonders (which would most accurately be called the 
Seven Wonders of Cultures Surrounding the Mediterranean). 
These wonders are the pyramids of Giza, the hanging gardens 
of Babylon, the statue of Zeus at Olympia, the temple of Arte-
mis at Ephesus, the Colossus of Rhodes, and the lighthouse of 
Alexandria, each of which is discussed herein with varying levels 
of success in a breezy tone that’s more conversational than edu-
cational. When explaining why there are only seven, the author 
states that, “Well, there are seven days in the week, seven sacra-
ments, and seven virtues. In the Middle Ages, there were even 
seven liberal arts. The number seven denotes completeness and 
mysticism—what do you think?” In other words: shrug emoji. 
Savvy readers may point out that the seven sacraments, virtues, 
and liberal arts were grouped after the ancient wonders and are 
culturally defined rather than universal. Fact and fiction blur 
more with specific wonders. The text acknowledges that the 
hanging gardens may not have existed but also lists a recipe for 
how the walls were constructed. The Colossus of Rhodes fairs 
slightly better, although a conversation written into the text 
has no historical basis. The absence of citations and a bibliogra-
phy means curious readers will be left stranded. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Not wonderful. (Nonfiction. 8-12)

I AM SMOKE 
Herz, Henry
Illus. by López, Mercè
Tilbury House (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-88448-788-3  

Lustrous illustrations and medita-
tive text reflect on the role of smoke in 
nature and civilization.

Within this exquisitely beautiful 
melding of science and poetry is a ton of trust: trust that read-
ers will absorb the intricate, evocative prose; trust they will 
utilize the comprehensive backmatter; and trust that readers 
will reconsider something as ubiquitous as smoke afresh. Using 
sparse but potent text, author Herz presents smoke as a “swirl-
ing, roiling mist” vital to nature and to humans; it’s as important 
in its mundanity as it soothes bees or flavors food as it is in the 
sacred, when smoke “participates in prayer” through incense. 

“Mystically multilayered illustrations combine 
perfectly with the text’s reverential tone.”

i  am smoke
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It’s a high-level presentation, but inquisitive readers will enjoy 
connecting the lyrical lines with the thorough backmatter. 
Mystically multilayered illustrations combine perfectly with 
the text’s reverential tone. A unique technique uses images cre-
ated from smoke itself and then collaged with Photoshop and 
watercolor. The result is gossamer landscapes decorated with 
molecular structures as well as homey scenes of Greeks fumi-
gating temples. Spreads of smoke rising fluidly into a pinprick-
starry sky, a “dark dance from every campfire,” are veritable 
gems. Moving scenes involving humans include impressionis-
tic images of various religions worshipping and a Huron child 
planting pumpkin seeds, though it’s unfortunate a group of 
Indigenous people in regalia isn’t given a specific tribal identity. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Smoke dissipates quickly, but this poetic text will linger. 
(bibliography, sources) (Picture book. 7-12)

COVERED IN ADVENTURES
Hibbs, Gillian
Illus. by the author
Child’s Play (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 2, 2021
978-1-78628-348-1  

For kids who like to get their clothes 
washed only after many wearings. 

Sasha, a girl with dark skin and cornrowed hair, can’t believe 
it when Dad Paul and Dad Finn ask to wash her favorite orange 
sweater. She wonders what’s wrong with it and declares it’s not 
dirty but “COVERED IN ADVENTURES!” It might show 
wear and mess from her imaginative nautical journey, science 
experiments, cooking, camping, nature exploration, and more, 
but this shows evidence of her varied adventures. A goat even 
found her sleeve so tasty during a farm visit that it got a bit 
chewed. With every recollected exploit, the sweater displays 
ever more splotches and smirches. Rather than despair about 
her filthy sweater, Sasha’s dads find a pleasing compromise. 
This entertaining, uplifting, and funny rainbow-family story 
spotlights a kid with plenty of interests who pursues them pas-
sionately. Hibbs does not illustrate Sasha’s cornrows and Afro 
puff with perfect consistency, but she does paint Sasha’s dads 
as an interracial couple and give her a diverse group of friends 
with varying abilities who join Sasha in lots of activities, from 
painting a wall mural to building huge cardboard-box boats. 
Her friend who uses a wheelchair also bikes and camps with the 
buddies. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet story to inspire kids to pursue adventures…and 
creatively avoid laundry. (Picture book. 4-7)

CIRCLE UNDER BERRY 
Higgins, Carter
Illus. by the author
Chronicle Books (52 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-79720-508-3  

Nine basic shapes in vivid shifting 
colors are stacked on pages in various 
permutations.

This visually striking and carefully 
assembled collection of shapes, which seems to have been 
inspired by an Eric Carle aesthetic, invites young children to 
put their observation, categorization, problem-solving, color, 
and spatial-relation skills to work, pondering shapes and com-
positions—and even learning about prepositions in the process. 
As the text says, “a stack of shapes can make you think and won-
der what you see.” First, readers see a circle under a strawberry 
(the red diamond with a leafy, green top and yellow-triangle 
seeds) and then that berry over a green square. The orange oval 
made to look like a fish is added to a stack of three shapes to 
become “yellow over diamond under guppy over green.” And 
so on. The metamorphosis of many of these simple shapes into 
animals (a yellow circle becomes a lion; a green square, a frog; 
a pink heart, a pig; a yellow diamond, a chicken) will surprise 
and delight children. Questions are directed at readers: Is a 
square with two round eyes and semicircle feet a “frog or square 
or green?” Why, all of the above! The text possesses a pleasing 
rhythm and subtle rhymes, positively begging to be read aloud: 

“circle next to berry / square by bear by sweet // blue up high / pig 
down low / yellow in between.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Satisfying, engaging, and sure to entertain the toddlers at 
whom it is aimed. (Picture book. 2-4)

HOW TO FIND 
WHAT YOU’RE NOT 
LOOKING FOR 
Hiranandani, Veera
Kokila (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-525-55503-2  

It’s 1967, and Ariel Goldberg’s adored 
older sister, Leah, has fallen for Raj, an 
immigrant college student from Bombay.

Their parents disapprove: To them, 
it’s bad enough that Leah wants to marry someone of a differ-
ent race, even worse that he isn’t Jewish. After Leah elopes with-
out even a letter to her sister, 11-year-old Ari is forced to reckon 
with a new understanding of her place within her family as the 
daughter who is now expected to take on the good-girl role. But 
that’s not her only problem. Her parents dreamed of a better 
life, yet they can’t afford to keep their beloved bakery running. 
Her mother sees Ari’s struggle with dysgraphia as laziness, and 
as the only Jewish kid in sixth grade, she faces antisemitism that 
goes unrecognized by her teachers. Her strained relationship 



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

with her parents and their beliefs rings heartbreakingly true 
alongside her struggle to find her own voice through poetry. As 
she and her best friend set out in secret to find Leah and repair 
her broken family, Ari must decide what she believes is right in 
an increasingly tumultuous world. Hiranandani captures with 
great nuance the details of Ari’s life. Sacrifices in the service of 
assimilation, the lies we tell the people we love most, and how 
we go about forgiving them are given specificity in Ari’s matter-
of-fact and observant second-person present point of view. 

A powerful blend of important themes and everyday tri-
umphs and sorrows. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

SKYWATCHER
Hogan, Jamie
Illus. by the author
Tilbury House (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-88448-897-2  

A city-dwelling child gets a chance to 
see the stars.

Tamen lies in bed at night reading 
his Skywatcher comics. He dreams of traveling the galaxy like 
the hero in the comics, but he wonders how he can find his way 
without the stars. He asks his mom where the stars are, and 
one night he drags her out to the park to find them, but they 
are obscured by the city lights. One weekend his mom takes 
him away from the city. Under a moonlit sky, she builds a fire, 
and they watch as the stars come out and name the constella-
tions they see. In the middle of the night, Tamen is awoken by 
a sound, and when he emerges from the tent, he gets a better 
view of the galaxy than he had ever imagined. Hogan’s illustra-
tions use pastels with a blue and yellow palette to create the 
feeling of glowing lights in the night. While the surface story 
of a boy interested in stars is unexceptional, what makes this 
story stand out is the relationship between a boy and his hard-
working mother, who works the night shift at the hospital, and 
a special night they share together outside of their usual busy 
routine. Tamen sees a new side of his mother; together, they feel 
at one with the universe, and when they return home, Tamen 
cherishes the memories. In the illustrations, child and mother 
both have pale skin and straight hair, his black and hers light. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Touching. (note, resources) (Picture book. 4-8)

SUNNY MAKES 
A SPLASH 
Holm, Jennifer L.
Illus. by Holm, Matthew & Pien, Lark
Graphix/Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-338-23317-9 
Series: Sunny, 4 

Deep waters literal and otherwise 
beckon as another summer brings 
another birthday—the big 13th!—a first 

real job, and more growing up for Sunny.
The prospect of a crushingly boring summer of 1978 turns 

brighter with Sunny’s discovery that classmate Tony is in charge 
of the local country club’s poolside snack bar. Though the high 
diving board defeats her, her willingness to lend a hand during 
a sudden rush at the stand leads to a job offer—and a front-
row seat for summer flirtations and other instructional events 
in and around the pool. Meanwhile, shared experiences turn 
what begins as a nodding acquaintance between the two middle 
schoolers into something closer as summer wears on. Drench-
ing their episodic tale in 1970s detail (Rocket Pops, The Muppet 
Show, Ben-Gay ointment, Starsky and Hutch!), the Holms and 
colorist Pien construct a fluent narrative that runs invisibly but 
irresistibly beneath sparse but natural-sounding dialogue and 
equally economical but wonderfully expressive cartoon panels 
astir with significant looks, gestures, and reaction shots. Sunny 
does nerve herself at summer’s end to tackle the high board, 
and though a final scene of she and Tony standing together in 
the school hallway is wordless, their postures alone convey a 
world of meaning. With exceptions established in previous epi-
sodes, Sunny and most of her circle are White, but group scenes 
include racial diversity.

A buoyant summer idyll with a few mild downs but far 
more ups. (Graphic historical fiction. 10-13)

WE ARE ONE 
How the World Adds Up
Hood, Susan
Illus. by Yan, Linda
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5362-0114-7  

An engaging look at the component 
numbers in just about everything.

Hood uses simple rhymed couplets 
pitched to offer examples of single units 

composed of one to 10 separate parts. For instance, the num-
ber of acts found in each of Shakespeare’s plays, the number 
of dot positions in a Braille cell, and the colors of the rainbow 
are used for five, six, and seven. Yan’s bright, full-page illustra-
tions in cartoon-animation style star a small, dark-haired, pale-
skinned child with a diverse supporting cast of child and animal 
characters and give energy to every spread. A yellow panel runs 
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across the bottom of all the pages with a longer explanatory 
text that includes details and further examples. “One sand-
wich requires two slices of bread. / Two vows make one mar-
riage when friends want to wed,” reads the primary text. In the 
panel below, Hood quotes Justice Anthony Kennedy’s words 
in Obergefell v. Hodges: “In forming a marital union, two peo-
ple become something greater than once they were.” Though 
some of the references are likely to be new to the audience, the 
illustrations provide sufficient context to carry the meaning if 
not all the nuances. Backmatter includes sources for the facts 
as well as child-friendly sources for more information; happily, 
there’s also a collection of more examples for each of the first 
10 integers, including the names of shapes for triangles through 
decagons.

Immensely satisfying for young lovers of numbers and fas-
cinating for everyone. (Informational picture book. 3-8)

BARN AT NIGHT
Houts, Michelle
Illus. by Betton, Jen
Feeding Minds Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99 | Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-948898-05-8  

To anyone who imagines a barn is 
tranquil at night: Guess again. 

This sweet story describes in gentle 
detail, especially for those unfamiliar 

with farm life, what really goes on in a barn during seemingly 
peaceful nighttime hours. A young farm child narrates in calm-
ing, lilting tercets, informing readers about the important 
chores that must be accomplished, predawn, even in the cold-
est weather, to ensure that all the animals are fed and well and 
lovingly cared for. It’s routine stuff that conscientious farmers 
must tend to every evening, but sometimes there are wonderful 
surprises: the birth of a new foal, for instance, who, upon arising 
on spindly, wobbly legs, helps the humans and fellow barn resi-
dents welcome a new day. City kids will pick up facts about what 
some barnyard animals eat and what a barn smells like. Adding 
to the cuteness factor, note that cats play a prominent role in a 
number of the soft, gentle, hazy color illustrations, set mostly 
inside the shadowy barn; sometimes, the felines seem to super-
vise the farm family’s activities. The narrator and adult farmer 
are painted with ruddy skin and straight hair (when it can be 
seen). (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Quiet and peaceful—an antidote to the daytime hustle and 
bustle of city life. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE SOUR 
CHERRY TREE 
Hrab, Naseem
Illus. by Kazemi, Nahid
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-414-6  

With ample emotional subtext, a 
young girl recalls everyday details about her 
beloved grandfather the day after his death.

The child bites her mother’s toe to wake her up, wishing that 
she could have done the same for her baba bozorg, her beloved 
grandfather, who had forgotten to wake up the day before. She 
kisses a pancake that reminds her of her grandfather’s face. 
Her mother, who had been admonishing her for playing with 
her food, laughs and kisses the pancake’s forehead. Returning 
to Baba Bozorg’s home, the child sees minute remnants of her 
grandfather: a crumpled-up tissue, smudgy eyeglasses, and mint 
wrappers in his coat pockets. From these artifacts the narrator 
transitions to less tangible, but no less vivid, memories of play-
ing together and looks of love that transcend language barriers. 
Deeply evocative, Hrab’s narrative captures a child’s under-
standing of loss with gentle subtlety, and gives space for pro-
cessing those feelings. Kazemi’s chalk pastel art pairs perfectly 
with the text and title: Pink cherry hues, smoky grays, and hints 
of green plants appear throughout the book, concluding in an 
explosion of vivid green that brings a sense of renewal, joy, and 
remembrance to the heartfelt ending. Though the story is uni-
versally relevant, cultural cues and nods to Iranian culture will 
resonate strongly with readers of Iranian/Persian heritage. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A beautifully poignant celebration of memories of a loved 
one that live on in those that remain. (Picture book. 4-8)

LIGHTS DAY AND NIGHT
The Science of How Light 
Works
Hughes, Susan
Illus. by Rooney, Ellen
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5253-0319-7  

From fireflies to stars to lightbulbs, there are so many differ-
ent sources of light.

There are natural lights, like stars, which are balls of gas. 
Our closest source of light is the sun, which also happens to be 
a star and which is responsible for life on our planet. In addition 
to helping us see, the sun also facilitates important processes 
like the water cycle and plant growth. The sun isn’t the only 
natural light on Earth: Volcanoes, lightning, and forest fires 
are additional sources of light. When natural light isn’t avail-
able, humans create our own light. We then use this light for a 
variety of purposes, including communicating with ships at sea, 
controlling automotive traffic, and keeping score at sporting 

“Deeply evocative, Hrab’s narrative captures a child’s 
understanding of loss with gentle subtlety.”

the sour cherry tree
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events. Our eyes use a pupil and a retina to see light, and ani-
mals that can see at night have pupils that open especially wide. 
For all creatures, light is an essential part of our lives here on 
Earth. This nonfiction picture book couples a wide-ranging set 
of facts about light with illustrations that balance information 
and humor. The language is clear and easy to read, and most of 
the chosen information is situated in child-friendly contexts. 
Transitions between topics can feel abrupt, sometimes mak-
ing it difficult to keep track of what is being explained, but the 
White-presenting child and their cat who appear as consistent 
characters help mitigate this. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An informative introduction. (Informational picture book. 3-6)

FRANKIE GETS A DOGGIE
Huntington, Amy
Illus. by the author
Boyds Mills (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-63592-320-9  

 A boy finds a new friend, and a shel-
ter dog finds a loving family. 

Frankie is a little boy with a sweet kitty and a kind father. 
After blowing kisses to their affectionate cat, Frankie and Papa 
are ready to cruise down to the animal shelter to find another 
pet to add to the family. The animal shelter has dogs of all 
breeds and sizes, each with a name and backstory that indicates 
the type of home that would be best for them. Frankie and Papa 
meet a few dogs. One is too eager, another’s too shy, and a few 
are two yippy, but there’s a playful black, white, and brown mutt 
that’s just right. The father and son duo choose this sweetheart 
named Doggie, who seems to be a perfect match for Frankie, 
giving sloppy kisses and clearly ready for snuggling. Doggie is 
happy to leave the shelter and explore the world with her new 
family, even getting a ride home in Frankie’s stroller. At home, 
Kitty is none too happy about this new member of the family, 
but Frankie carefully introduces the two and makes sure every-
one gets along. Papa’s cuddlesome storytime brings everyone 
together for a precious ending that’s sure to deliver all the warm 
and fuzzy feels. Huntington’s gentle illustrations depict Frankie 
and Papa as Black and the shelter worker as White. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.) 

Cute alert! (Picture book. 2-5)

CAN YOU SEE ME? 
A Book About Feeling 
Small
Irten, Gökçe
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (46 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5253-0837-6  

A journey into the world of big and little and a nudge to 
think outside the box.

This whimsical, quirky, and engaging picture book, a Spanish 
import by a Turkish creator, takes readers on an Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland–type exploration of perceptive relativity. What is 
little to one may be big to another; if readers were as strong as 
ants, they could lift rhinos; if they could jump as high as fleas, they 
could reach the top of the Eiffel Tower—these are just some of the 
thought-provoking ideas presented. The narrative (appealingly 
hand-lettered) is accompanied by collaged illustrations that are 
just as whimsical and that cleverly build as the story unfolds. “If 
your foot could grow as fast as a caterpillar can during its life cycle… 
/ …your foot would be 3 times larger after just a few days. / It would 
keep growing until…it would not fit in a school bus. Like this ele-
phant.” Huh? Readers may ask. But the introduction of the pachy-
derm leads to the idea of an elephant’s big footprint—which, if it 
filled with water, could be habitat for 60 different species. While 
the story unfolds in what appears to be a rather dizzying array of 
free-form thoughts, it holds itself together—just—although read-
ers will want to go through it more than once to grasp all the clever 
connections. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A thought-provoking way of looking at the world, and 
imaginative kids will love it. (Informational picture book. 6-9)

NELSON MANDELA 
Isdahl, Nansubuga Nagadya
Illus. by Miles, Nicole
Abrams (160 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-4197-5608-5 
Series: First Names 

A middle-grade biography of Nelson 
Mandela brings this globally inspiring 
leader to life for young readers.

With black-and-white line drawings 
and a layout that incorporates traditional text with touches of 
comics, this biography is engrossing. It opens in 1930, as 12-year-
old Mandela is sent to the residence of the acting king of the 
Thembu people, a brush with royalty that would lay the ground-
work for his life’s journey. The narrative includes context about 
the history of colonization of South Africa and the racial struc-
ture of the society, allowing readers to gain an understanding 
of Mandela’s life. Much of the book centers on Mandela’s early 
life: his adoption into the royal family upon his father’s sick-
ness, learning the great narratives of South African history that 
countered what he was taught in school, and experiencing Xhosa 
rites of passage. Isdahl describes how Mandela was affected by 
the demoralizing pass laws designed to ensure a steady supply of 
cheap workers for White farmers, as well as other racially oppres-
sive rules and laws pervasive during that time. Readers learn how, 
in the 1940s, Mandela joined the fight against apartheid, putting 
his talents and legal skills to work for the African National Con-
gress. The harsh conditions that led to Mandela’s struggle are 
made clear, making his long-delayed victory all the sweeter. 

This extensively researched and passionately told biogra-
phy is an incredible resource. (pronunciation guide, timeline, 
glossary, notes, bibliography, index) (Biography. 8-12)

“Readers will want to go through more than 
once to grasp all the clever connections.”

can you see me?
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WE ARE FAMILY
James, LeBron & Williams, Andrea
Harper/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$14.30  |  Aug. 31, 2021
978-0-06-297109-8

Basketball is life in Lorain, Ohio.
A group of seventh graders have dif-

ferent reasons for joining Hoop Group, 
an elite youth basketball program. Jayden, 
who lives in a tiny, cramped house with 
his mother and grandmother, desperately 

needs the money playing for the NBA would bring. Chris’ uncle 
made it out of Lorain and into the NBA, but he doesn’t share 
his uncle’s skills and can’t quite live up to his father’s expecta-
tions. Tamika’s dad was Hoop Group’s coach before Parkinson’s 
disease put the team’s future in jeopardy; she has a lot to prove 
and dreams of being the next Pat Summitt. Dex and his hard-
working single mom are struggling with poverty, but he just loves 
the game––especially the Cleveland Cavs. And Anthony, frankly, 
doesn’t have much of a choice; it was either join this character-
building group or face expulsion from school. A makeshift team 
of preteens with a lot on their plates, they discover as much 
about themselves (and one another) off the court as they do on 
it. The authors present a convincing argument about the value 
of basketball beyond points on the board and big contracts. The 
characters’ dreams are relatable along with the book’s universally 
valuable emphasis on hard work and perseverance. But the spe-
cifics about what it takes to make it in basketball and the fast-
paced on-court action provide something special for young fans 
of the game. Main characters read as Black.

An inspiring sports story all the way to the buzzer. (Fiction. 
9-12)

SHINE LIKE A UNICORN
Johannes, Shelli R.
Illus. by Frost, Maddie
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-299833-0  

Nine simple steps to become your 
unicorn best.

An essential question is posed: “Do you want to shine like a 
unicorn?” If not, no need to read any further. But in this story, 
the answer is an enthusiastic “Of course you do!” And extremely 
excited unicorn protagonist Glitter Poop can’t wait to share the 
secret steps that will make this dream come true. First, one 
must choose a unicorn name by combining “a fun word and 
a silly adjective.” (Sadly for readers, Glitter Poop is already 
taken.) Other steps follow: Don’t be afraid to stand out, to be 
curious, or to make your own fun. Maybe you can wear a hot 
dog hat on your head or learn words like grandiloquent. Step No. 
7 is important: “Love yourself.” Even on those foolish “upside-
down days where nothing looks right.” But Step No. 9? That is 
the “MOST IMPORTANT UNICORNY step of all.” It’s top 

secret. Glitter Poop warns readers to turn the page only if they 
are truly ready. Embellished with rainbows, confetti, doughnuts, 
and joy, Frost’s buoyant art rises to Glitter Poop’s energy. The 
rainbow-maned blue equine even cries extravagantly. The gray-
suited green Martians with toilet-paper–roll horns are an espe-
cially good touch. A rousing call to action at the end unifies all 
unicorn-storytime devotees. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Who better than a mythical being to share how to be 
exceptional? (Picture book. 3-6)

ASHOKA THE FIERCE
How an Angry Prince Became 
India’s Emperor of Peace
Kanjuro, Carolyn
Illus. by Zohra, Sonali
Bala Kids/Shambhala (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-61180-854-4  

When Prince Ashoka was born, few 
would have predicted that he would go 
on to conquer almost the entirety of the 

Indian subcontinent.
In addition to having physical attributes that were not con-

sidered befitting a king—such as dark, patchy skin and a “pudgy” 
body—Ashoka had a fierce, unpredictable temper. Knowing 
that he was considered a disappointment, Ashoka focused on 
his studies, hoping to earn his father’s affection. No matter how 
hard he worked, though, he never felt loved or accepted by fam-
ily and friends. But when he grew older and his father died, a 
wise minister recognized Ashoka’s promise and found a way to 
crown him king. With his newfound power, Ashoka channeled 
his anger into conquering neighboring kingdoms—something 
his gentle and loving wife, Asandamitra, did not condone. After 
a particularly bloody battle, Ashoka came to regret the destruc-
tion he had enabled and vowed to dedicate his life to Buddhism. 
On the advice of a Buddhist monk, he traveled his kingdom 
learning its teachings. The journey changed him into a ruler 
so benevolent that his people stopped calling him Ashoka the 
Fierce and started calling him Ashoka the Great. This lushly 
illustrated picture book cleverly alternates between dark and 
light palettes to reflect Ashoka’s transformation. The text is 
clear, straightforward, and compelling, emphasizing Ashoka’s 
humanity and fragility in child-friendly language. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A compelling treatment of the life of an important South 
Asian ruler and religious leader. (historical note) (Picture book/
religion. 4-8)
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DINNER ON DOMINGOS
Katona, Alexandra
Illus. by Navarro, Claudia
Barefoot Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 17, 2021
978-1-64686-293-1  

In this story inspired by her own child-
hood, debut author Katona recalls Sunday 
dinners at her grandmother’s house.

Every Sunday, narrator Alejandra heads to Abuelita’s house 
for dinner with her extended family. The house fills up with her 
tíos and tías, primos and primas; the dogs bark, the scent of 
food is everywhere, and the pots clatter in the kitchen. Abuel-
ita’s house is in Michigan, but her kitchen “is painted bright 
cornflower blue.” It reminds Abuelita of the Ecuadorean sky. 
Reflecting the feelings of many a child of immigrants, Alejan-
dra speaks but a few words of her parents’ native language—in 
this case, Spanish—but wishes she spoke more. Food and family, 
centered on Abuelita’s home and cooking, erase those language 
barriers. These Sunday reunions aren’t limited to food—though 
Abuelita’s potato soup, locro, is a favorite. There is also talking 
and joking and games and singing and dancing, all the elements 
that create family bonds and memories. Navarro’s joyful illus-
trations are filled with movement and bright, happy colors, cap-
turing the boisterous reunions in an accessible and humorous 
way. The family members have dark hair and pale or olive skin. 
The book includes an author’s note, a glossary of the Spanish 
words used, and the recipe for Abuelita’s locro. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An ebullient celebration of family and the rituals that 
bring a family together. (Picture book. 4-8)

BIGGER THAN A BUMBLEBEE
Kuefler, Joseph
Illus. by the author
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-269165-1  

Does love come in different sizes?
An adult caregiver uses nature as a backdrop to gently 

empower the young child initially seen cuddled close by naming 
things that are much smaller than that child is: dandelions, cat-
erpillars, bees, toads, dragonflies, turtles, and more. The second-
person text also realistically explains that there are things in and 
out of this world that are much, much bigger: bears, waterfalls, 
lions, oceans, blue whales, stars, and galaxies—even love itself! 
The speaker elaborates by explaining that love means “a shelter-
ing hug,” a kiss, and gives examples of how some animal families 
tenderly demonstrate their love in gentle ways. The narration 
concludes with the reassurance that “love is me and you. Our 
love is small, but it is big, too.” Many adult readers likely will 
interpret the statement to suggest that a big emotion like love is 
often expressed through small yet meaningful actions. Though 
it’s true, this distinction might confuse some little listeners. It’s 

likely youngsters will have already been exposed to books like 
this that reassure them of their parents’ overwhelming love. If 
so, they’ve received the impression that parental love is enor-
mous. The concept expressed here—that an abstraction like 
love is comparable to tangible, real-world objects that can be 
physically compared on a big-small basis—may confound some 
literal-minded kids, especially if they’ve been reassured other-
wise. The colorful, natural-world illustrations, as serene as the 
reassurance conveyed, ennoble the text. Adult and child both 
have light-brown skin and brown hair. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A different, unusual, possibly mind-bending take on a big 
concept. (Picture book. 3-6)

CIEL IN ALL DIRECTIONS
Labelle, Sophie
Trans. by Zanin, Andrea
Second Story Press (192 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-77260-203-6 
Series: Ciel 

A transgender student takes on new 
experiences, from an awakening crush to 
student council elections.

Twelve-year-old Brazilian Canadian 
Ciel—who is starting their first year of secondary school—
showcases their sense of humor and speaks out about trans-
phobia on their growing YouTube channel with the help of their 
younger brother. When their science and technology teacher 
assigns their class a project about mastering a new skill, Ciel 
decides to pick something that will improve their videos. How-
ever, more challenges appear on the horizon for Ciel, like their 
unfamiliar romantic feelings for their friend Liam, a White 
transgender boy, and upcoming elections for president of the 
Gender and Sexuality Alliance, who will also serve on the stu-
dent council. Set in Montréal, the book depicts natural, casual 
cultural diversity through side characters such as Ciel’s Arabic-
speaking classmate Frank, among others. Although Ciel has an 
outgoing side, they begin the narrative with a lot of insecurities 
that, refreshingly, have nothing to do with their trans identity. 
Each time they step outside their comfort zone, they grow and 
expand their perspective about privacy and consent, relation-
ships, and their own value, even when the outcome plays out 
differently than they hoped. The conflict around the student 
council elections offers an important critique of empty hashtags 
used for mass appeal that do nothing to challenge injustice. 

A bright and open story. (Fiction. 10-14)
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WHEN LANGSTON 
DANCES 
Langley, Kaija
Illus. by Mallett, Keith
Denene Millner Books/Simon & 
Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-8519-8  

 What happens when a little boy who 
likes basketball learns that he loves ballet? 

Langston, a little Black boy, is enchanted by an Alvin Ailey 
Dance Company performance he sees with his mother. After 
the performance, Langston asks, “Do you think I can dance 
like that?” She lovingly responds, “You can do whatever you set 
your mind to doing.” Langston envisions twirling and leaping, 
just like the dancers. However, Langston faces opposition when 
another boy sees him dancing and admonishes, “Boys don’t 
dance like that.” A bit jarred, he defends his passion and heads 
to his first dance class anyway. Langston is the only boy amid 
the pink-tutu–clad little girls. When his teacher, Ms. Marie, 
gives him a pair of black ballet shoes, he runs and leaps across 
the room in excitement. This is a tenderly told story about self-
acceptance. The love and support that Langston receives from 
his mother serve to buoy his confidence, but it is his awareness 
of his passion that sustains him and pushes him to do what 
makes him happy: a lesson for every child. The illustrations are 
warm and dreamy. Langston, his mother, and the other children, 
depicted as racially diverse, look almost photorealistic. This 
book will pair equally well with Julián Is a Mermaid, by Jessica 
Love (2018), and I Am Every Good Thing, by Derrick Barnes and 
illustrated by Gordon C. James (2020). (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

The absolute embodiment of Black boy joy, this is a beauti-
ful and important book. (Picture book. 4-8)

WHY LONGFELLOW 
LIED 
The Truth About Paul 
Revere’s Midnight Ride
Lantos, Jeff
Charlesbridge (160 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-58089-933-8  

Almost 100 years after Paul Revere’s 
ride, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

wrote his famous poem.
When he penned it, Revere’s ride was barely a footnote to 

history. Since Longfellow was already a famous poet, his narra-
tive, whether true or not, would frame the soon-to-be-famous 
story. Educator Lantos uses his teaching skills to work his way 
through the jaunty verse, analyzing both why the poem works 
so well and how Longfellow didn’t always stick by the facts. The 
possible reasons for this are numerous. Sometimes the story 
bogged down in unfortunate details, such as the abrupt end 

of Revere’s ride when he was captured by the British before 
reaching Concord, Massachusetts. Other times, Longfellow 
exercised poetic license to slow the narrative and enhance sus-
pense, or left out unneeded details to pick up the pace. In addi-
tion to his engaging conversational narrative, Lantos includes 
maps, photographs, and wonderful, brief callout boxes with 
fascinating historical details, conveying all in a delightful under-
lying tone of mildly ironic humor that’s just right. Outstanding 
backmatter rounds out this first-rate presentation of a story 
that many Americans wrongly believe they know very well. At 
the same time, Longfellow’s poem remains the star of the show, 
his tale enriched by the accompanying backstory. This work dis-
plays all the qualities of excellence that children deserve.

Exemplary myth-busting with appeal that spans audi-
ences from children to adults. (cast of characters, bibliography, 
image credits, index) (Nonfiction. 10-adult)

THE PERFECT PET FOR YOU!
Laure, Estelle
Illus. by Hevron, Amy
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-06-302599-8  

How to pick a pet.
“Hey there!” begins the friendly, 

omniscient narrator. “Are you looking for a pet?” The unnamed 
main character—a child with light tan skin, a black pageboy, 
and round, periwinkle glasses that match their large, periwinkle 
overalls—looks dizzied by the number of choices and squinches 
up their eyes in thought. The narrator then asks a number of 
open-ended questions, encouraging both protagonist and read-
ers to think for themselves about what kind of pet best meets 
their needs: talkative or comforting, cuddly or only for obser-
vation, quotidian or uncommon. The questions are practical as 
well as emotional, meaning that this title would be as comfort-
able in a fiction section as nonfiction. The illustrations, acrylic 
on wood, are blocky and warm, and each animal is rendered as 
an affectionate approximation of itself. At one brief moment 
the text oversteps, assuring readers that if they have an animal 
companion, “You will not be lonely, and if you are scared, you 
will know that it’s okay because your pet will tell you.” It also 
skirts the hard but inevitable loss of a pet that children often 
need support dealing with. The end becomes more specific and 
less general, as the child decides that a turtle is “perfectly right 
for [them],” but on the whole many children will relate to this 
exploration. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Appealing as both guidebook and story. (Picture book. 4-7)

“The absolute embodiment of Black boy joy.”
when langston dances
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MONDAY—INTO THE CAVE 
OF THIEVES
Lazar, Ralph
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (208 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-338-77037-7
978-1-338-77039-1 PLB 
Series: Total Mayhem, 1 

Is there anything worse than may-
hem ruining your breakfast?

Dash Candoo is no ordinary elementary schooler. After he 
dispatches three fearsome Wrestle-Scallywags and a two-tailed 
Devil Cat that interrupted his breakfast, Dash heads to Swed-
hump Elementary to take classes like Vegetables and Paper 
Airplanes alongside English and math. But the morning’s may-
hem was just the beginning: Items are mysteriously stolen from 
school grounds in broad daylight. Dash knows the Scallywags 
and Devil Cat are involved, and he immediately begins investi-
gating. But he will need the help of his best friend, Rob Newman, 
some highly specific gadgetry, and several secret tunnels if he 
wants to figure out who’s behind the thefts and why before the 
villains carry out their final plan. With this series opener, Lazar 
has crafted a visual narrative that lands somewhere between 
a wacky cartoon and an increasingly outlandish group round 
robin. With Dash narrating all the background exposition and 
action play-by-play, readers don’t have much breathing room as 
the plot hurtles forward—something Lazar seems to anticipate 
with the inclusion of occasional double-page spreads to break 
up the momentum as well as the promise of a treat should a 
reader finish the book in one sitting. The underlining of cer-
tain terms to signal that readers can find further information in 
copious backmatter also offers the option to pause. Black-and-
white illustrations render Dash and a few other characters as 
characters of color. Sequel Tuesday—The Curse of the Blue Spots 
publishes simultaneously.

Delightfully chaotic. (Graphic adventure. 7-10) (Tuesday—The 
Curse of the Blue Spots: 978-1-338-77040-7 paper, 978-1-338-77043-8 
PLB) 

PAHUA AND THE 
SOUL STEALER
Lee, Lori M.
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-368-06824-6  

A Hmong American girl sets out on 
a quest to save her little brother from an 
angry spirit.

Pahua, the only Asian American 
in sixth grade at her Wisconsin school, 

spends most of her time with her little brother, Matt, and Miv, 
a cat spirit only she can see. Trying to fit in with the other girls 
at summer school, Pahua ignores her misgivings and follows 

them to a forbidden bridge in the woods. She quickly learns 
why it’s so dangerous: The ghost of a lost little girl inhabits 
it—and she is angry. When Pahua accidentally releases her, the 
ghost attaches herself to Matt, trapping him in the Spirit Realm. 
Luckily, Zhong, another Hmong girl, is sent by the School for 
Shamanic Arts and Spiritual Mastery to make sure the bridge 
spirit ends up on the proper path for reincarnation—a trial to 
prove that she deserves to complete her training. The two begin 
a journey to save Matt, equipped only with Pahua’s unusual abil-
ity to see spirits, Zhong’s apprentice training, and Miv. As they 
encounter tree spirits, dragons, angry Hmong gods, and more, 
Pahua learns secrets about her family and her past and grapples 
with what lies at the core of identity. This is a fun adventure 
through a world inspired by Hmong mythology, full of imagina-
tion and featuring characters whose concerns are both modern 
and timeless.

A classic, satisfying adventure tale packed with magical 
beings. (glossary, author’s note) (Fantasy. 8-12)

BETWEEN THE LIGHTHOUSE 
AND YOU
Lee, Michelle
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-374-31450-7  

Unable to accept her mother’s death, 
a 12-year-old girl visits the Florida island 
where she disappeared in a storm six 
years ago.

Alice has selective mutism resulting 
from her refusal to believe in her mother’s death. A cultural 
anthropologist, Alice’s mother specialized in studying people’s 
communications with the dead. When Alice discovers a letter 
to her mother from Aviles Island lighthouse keeper John Mer-
cury, she learns that he agreed to speak with her about what the 
islanders call tidings, or messages between the living and the 
dead—and she’s determined to go there to seek his help. Alice’s 
father agrees to a family vacation on Aviles, hoping it will bring 
Alice closure. Arriving with her dad, her dad’s girlfriend, and her 
younger sister just in time for the Tidings Festival, Alice learns 
Mercury has died but meets his grandson Leo, whose family now 
operates the lighthouse. Still mourning his grandfather’s death, 
Leo realizes Alice wants the same contact with her deceased 
mother he has with his grandfather, and he decides to help her. 
As they row out to sea bearing Alice’s tiding to her mother, a 
terrific storm strikes. Could history repeat itself? The alternat-
ing first-person present-tense voices of Alice and Leo provide 
immediacy and intimacy, while the interactions between and 
among their down-to-earth families add realism, making the 
implausible feel possible. The island lighthouse setting proves 
an ideal venue for otherworldly communication. Main charac-
ters are presumably White.

A heartwarming, emotional tale of family, grief, and accep-
tance. (Fiction. 8-12)

“A classic, satisfying adventure.”
pahua and the soul stealer
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LET ME FIX YOU 
A PLATE 
A Tale of Two Kitchens
Lilly, Elizabeth
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8234-4325-3  

A feast for the eyes prepared in kitchens brimming with 
familial love.

Three children with light-brown skin and dark brown hair 
join their parents (Mommy resembles the kids; Daddy’s White) 
on a family vacation. They drive first to West Virginia moun-
tains filled with misty morning fog, Papaw’s coffee with cream 
but no sugar, and Mamaw’s vanilla wafer cookies. A few days 
later, they proceed to a little orange house in Florida with Span-
ish-speaking Abuela and Abuelo and naranjas to pick. Each set 
of grandparents greets the family with open arms, a welcoming 
kitchen, and familiar, comforting interactions that demonstrate 
a persistent closeness despite miles and time apart. Though 
the visits are short, the experiences are deep and continue to 
resonate throughout the long drive home. The journey is told 
on multiple levels across pictures and text that entice readers, 
like the mouthwatering portrayals of home-cooked meals pre-
pared and served by two extended families and two cultures. 
Lilly’s loose yet warm illustration style, awash in a rainbow of 
colors and textures, captures the love in these families. A third, 
hybrid kitchen is revealed at home, when the family returns and 
mixes the journey’s experiences into a big plate of waffles to be 
gobbled up before bed. Various important family items are por-
trayed and labeled throughout the book to encourage readers to 
go back and find them in the story. 

A storytelling feast for the whole family, no matter where 
you live. (Picture book. 4-7)

RECIPE FOR DISASTER
Lucido, Aimee
Versify/HMH (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-358-38691-9  

Hannah is desperate to be Jewish.
Grandma Mimi, her mother’s mother, 

is Jewish, so according to Jewish law she 
must be too, right? Even if her White 
father, who was raised Catholic, and her 
nonreligious mother don’t seem to think 

so. When Hannah attends her best friend Shira’s bat mitzvah, 
she finally finds the place where she feels she belongs, and she 
decides to have her very own bat mitzvah. Unfortunately, her 
parents—especially her mother—vehemently disagree. So, 
Hannah schemes with Grandma Mimi and Aunt Yael, a rabbi 
and her mother’s estranged sister, to prepare for her own bat 
mitzvah. Hannah secretly learns Hebrew and studies her Torah 
portion in six months, and her rapid mastery of the language 

feels unrealistic. Her experience is an authentic portrayal of 
struggling to find oneself through religion even when parents 
may not be supportive. However, Hannah’s parents’ constant 
negativity about Judaism—her father frequently “jokes” in 
ways that read like microaggressions, and the context for her 
mother’s hostile comments is not revealed until the end—will 
be deeply uncomfortable for some readers, though the novel 
does end with a positive message of love and acceptance. The 
mix of prose, poetry, and recipes is original, but the execution 
leads to a disjointed and choppy read. Readers questioning their 
sense of belonging could find this to be exactly what they need. 

A disjointed yet sincere story about family, Judaism, and 
finding oneself. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

DEFENDING CHAMP
Lupica, Mike
Philomel (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-984836-92-2  

In the wake of a triumphant season 
playing football with the boys, a seventh 
grade girl faces challenges when she 
rejoins her old soccer team.

Alex Carlisle is more-or-less pre-
pared for the resentment she encounters 

from some former squad mates who feel as if she abandoned 
them the previous fall. But not even a successful tryout and the 
arrival of an exciting new coach can counter the shocking news 
that the girls’ spring soccer season (not the boys’, of course) 
has been cancelled due to budget cuts. Rather than go quietly, 
though, the girls come up with a chancy scheme to raise the nec-
essary $25,000 through a face-off with the boys’ team, which 
is led by sneering superstar Chase Gwinn. Following on Triple 
Threat (2020), this sequel features suspenseful sports action and 
heroic feats aplenty, but the plot is plainly designed to highlight 
values that serve both on and off the pitch: Alex works hard to 
play her very best, to be a good friend, to make the team, and 
then to make it a true team by turning antagonists into allies 
willing to bury personal grudges and agendas. If the author’s 
suggestion that final scores aren’t the only way to measure wins 
is unconvincing, at least he puts the notion out there for consid-
eration. Names rather than physical cues signal some diversity 
in a cast well stocked with strong-minded kids.

Will score with readers fond of uncomplicated messages. 
(Sports fiction. 11-13)
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A SECRET SHARED
MacLachlan, Patricia
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-288585-2  

Twins Nora and Ben uncover a fam-
ily secret: Their little sister, Birdy, was 
adopted.

The White family’s ancestry is Euro-
pean: Mother, a newspaper columnist, is 

Irish; Father, an art professor, is Italian. When Mother admin-
isters a home DNA test for her column about ancestry, Birdy 
copies her, preparing a test for herself using the kit Father 
rejects. When the results come back, the twins realize Birdy 
substituted her sample for Mother’s and that Birdy’s ancestry is 
Swedish. Confused, the twins confide in a former teacher who 
asks them if it matters. They decide it doesn’t but continue to 
probe the mystery; meanwhile, Mother makes weekly trips to 
place flowers on her best friend’s grave. The tale unfolds gen-
tly, with MacLachlan’s signature grace and luminous simplicity, 
but the complex subject—poised where nature and nurture 
intersect—both calls for and deserves more nuanced treatment 
than plot or format allow. Even though Birdy’s atypical adop-
tion sidesteps difficult issues, young readers may wonder why 
Birdy’s birth mother made her choice and why her birth father’s 
unknown. Overall, the story has a comfortably old-fashioned 
sensibility, but the depiction of adoption, understandably 
simplified, is also outdated, conflating problematic adoption 
secrecy with secrets trivial and benign. Beyond outing family 
secrets, DNA testing has given parentage and ancestry renewed 
prominence in how we identify ourselves. The message that, in 
a loving family, being adopted “doesn’t matter,” while well inten-
tioned, is misleading. 

A rare misstep from a first-rate author. (Fiction. 6-9)

WE LOVE BUBBLES!
Madan, Vikram
Illus. by Slater, Nicola
Random House (72 pp.) 
$9.99  |  $12.99 PLB  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-593-12065-1
978-0-593-12066-8 PLB 
Series: Bobo and Pup-Pup, 1 

Blowing bubbles almost blows up a 
beautiful friendship.

Pup-Pup, a dog, loves bubbles, and 
so does Pup-Pup’s monkey friend Bobo. And even better, Pup-
Pup loves to blow bubbles, and Bobo loves to pop them—that 
is, until Bobo insists on popping all the bubbles before Pup-Pup 
can enjoy them. When Pup-Pup brings in a “SUPER BUBBLE 
MIX” for making “super-strong bubbles” that “NO ONE can 
POP,” the challenge is on. Can Bobo pop these new bubbles 
that Pup-Pup is working so hard to blow? No! And that creates 

quite a problem when Bobo becomes trapped inside a large 
bubble and begins to float away. After Pup-Pup rescues Bobo, 
the two friends recognize how important their friendship is 
and swear off bubbles…at least for a little while. Kicking off the 
Bobo and Pup-Pup series (No. 2 publishes simultaneously), this 
book consists of six short, fast-paced chapters generally with 
one or, sometimes, two short sentences on each page and plenty 
of pages of “PHOOO”ing (as Pup-Pup huffs and puffs), pop-
ping, and poking, all begging reader participation, for fun. Pup-
Pup and Bobo are simply drawn, typically set against an ever 
changing solid-color background with minimal details other 
than bubbles. Continuity-minded readers will notice that the 
final illustration is inconsistent with the storyline, as it shows 
Pup-Pup easily popping bubbles made from the super-strong 
mix. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Grab some bubble mix and join Pup-Pup and Bobo for a 
good read. (Graphic novel. 5-8) (Let’s Make Cake!: 978-0-593-12068-2, 
978-0-593-12069-9 PLB)

MERANDA AND THE LEGEND 
OF THE LAKE
Mahoney, Meagan
Owlkids Books (232 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-434-4  

A girl’s return to a town she left at age 
3 is haunted by the past, superstitious 
locals, and mermaids.

Eleven-year-old Meranda hasn’t been 
back to Cape Breton since she was tiny, 

but when her uncle dies, her overprotective parents have to 
bring her along for the funeral. Meranda’s prepared to love the 
little fishing town where she was born—one that is obsessed 
with mermaids, from the mermaid gift shop to a famous mer-
maid clock to its many mermaid legends. But Cape Breton’s an 
odd place, with locals who hush up whenever Meranda enters 
a room and old folks furious at her family for no sensible rea-
son. Moreover, Meranda, who has cerebral palsy and walks with 
crutches, is beyond frustrated with her mother’s constant para-
noia, especially about the water. What the heck is going on in 
this town? The adults act like mermaids are real, and they call 
her Mer-girl and miracle baby. Meranda thinks the mystery 
should be thrilling, but the locals are frighteningly irrational. 
Characters appear to be White, although Meranda has notice-
ably darker skin, hair, and eyes than her parents. A disability-
as-magic thread is mercifully a feint but is resolved far too late 
for Meranda—who reads from the start as probably-magic—to 
develop within the story as a nonsupernatural, naturally dis-
abled, and naturally cool human being.

Dark family secrets, hints of magic, and a very tidy resolu-
tion after pleasing thrills. (Fiction. 9-12)
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A SOFT PLACE TO LAND
Marks, Janae
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-06-287587-7  

When her telecommunications pro-
fessional father is laid off, Joy’s family’s 
relocation across town threatens to cost 
her more than money can buy.

Twelve-year-old Joy Taylor wants 
to compose music for films, but now that money is tight, her 
piano lessons, along with so much else, are sacrificed. They have 
moved from a house to apartment 3C, a small two-bedroom 
where she and her younger sister must share a bunk bed and the 
walls are so thin, her parents’ fighting keeps them up at night. 
Then Joy meets Nora from 5B, who lost her mother to cancer. 
The two girls share a love of movies, complicated home lives, 
and an obvious need to just get away sometimes. A cornerstone 
of the friendships between Joy and other kids in the building is 
the secret, cramped Hideout accessed through a storage closet 
near the laundry room. According to the literal writing on the 
wall, it’s been a sanctuary for generations of kids needing a space 
to retreat. Marks makes the necessity of this intimate space for 
not-quite-little-but-not-yet-big kids simultaneously plausible 
and disheartening. As the story progresses through various 
relationship trials, it’s not the tween drama that provides the 
most emotional resonance; rather, seeing children work so hard 
to make their own place in the world, forge connections, and 
pursue their own interests is truly inspiring—but their needing 
to do so in quiet corners while adults remain oblivious is terribly 
sobering. Joy and her family are Black; Nora is cued as Latinx.

A bittersweet story of silent perseverance and kids work-
ing for themselves. (Fiction. 8-12)

RESCUE ON TURTLE BEACH
Marlin, Jen
Illus. by Burton, Izzy
Harper/HarperCollins (128 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-06-302925-5
978-0-06-302924-8 paper 
Series: Wind Riders, 1 

Adventure, an environmental theme, 
and a touch of magic come together in 
this early chapter book.

Young Max lives with his grandfather in the mangrove-
ringed seaside town of Starry Bay. One summer morning as they 
prepare to go out on Grandpa’s old fishing boat, Max meets 
Sofia, whose family is summering there. Noticing a sea gull with 
fishing line wrapped around its leg, Max and Sofia follow it to 
a nearby mangrove forest where they help it, but more impor-
tantly they discover an old sailboat, the Wind Rider. It turns out 
the Wind Rider is a magical boat, and when Max accidentally 

takes hold of the helm, it transports them to Hawaii. There, 
adventure ensues as they help some sea turtle hatchlings threat-
ened by light pollution make it safely from nest to sea. At the 
end of the book the author presents information on Hawaii 
and sea turtles as well as some suggestions on actions readers 
can take in their everyday lives to protect marine life. Much as 
in the Magic Tree House books in which readers learn history 
from Jack and Annie’s escapades, readers of this new illustrated 
chapter-book series learn about present-day environmental 
threats to wildlife in fast-paced, entertaining adventures. Max 
has sandy-brown hair and presents White. Sofia has dark hair 
and skin, but her ethnicity is not specified. Sequel Search for the 
Scarlet Macaws, publishing simultaneously, takes Max and Sofia 
to the Amazon rainforest.

Engaging, positive, and informative—perfect for newly 
minted chapter-book readers. (Adventure. 6-9) (Search for the Scar-
let Macaws: 978-0-06-302930-9, 978-0-06-302929-3 paper)

THIS IS A GIFT FOR YOU
Martin, Emily Winfield
Illus. by the author
Random House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5247-1416-1  

The best things in life aren’t things….
Author/illustrator of the perennial 

bestseller The Wonderful Things You Will Be (2015), Martin has 
established herself as a picture-book maker with a talent for 
writing verses befitting sincere, heartfelt greeting cards. This 
title reaffirms that writerly gift in the best of ways as it deliv-
ers rhyming lines that describe simple pleasures and intangible 
treasures that define relationships and enrich a person’s life. 
Sometimes the gouache illustrations depict people in com-
fortable companionship; other spreads show a solitary person 
engaged in an activity alone. Text reading, “So I’ll give you this 
world / Like a lucky blue stone…. // The gift of alone… / And not-
being-alone” is representative of the book as a whole. It never 
offers a narrative arc but instead presents images of racially 
diverse children and adults going about their days. Illustrating 
the aforementioned quatrain are a picture of Black-presenting 
adults transferring the stone from or to (it’s open to interpreta-
tion) a small Black child and, on the next double-page spread, 
first a different Black child painting in solitude and then a ring 
of racially diverse children playing. This reference to “a lucky 
blue stone” is echoed in closing spreads with reference to the 
Earth itself, lending the book a sense of cohesion and under-
scoring its gentle message of unity and gratitude for the sim-
ple things in life, such as the very ground on which we stand, 
together. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Another gift of a book. (Picture book. All ages)

“A bittersweet story of silent perseverance.”
a soft place to land
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GOOD NIGHT, OPPY!
McGowan, James
Illus. by Carter, Graham
Boyds Mills (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-63592-319-3  

A valedictory tip of the hat to the Opportunity rover, an 
“Interplanetary Detective” that far outlasted its original mission 
and also found telling evidence of water on Mars.

As has become usual for picture-book tributes to Mars rov-
ers, “Oppy” gets anthropomorphic features and feelings as well 
as feminine pronouns. Nevertheless, strenuous efforts to spare 
readers any confusion begin on the title page with a cautionary 
note about “fictionalized” content and finish off with a lengthy 
afterword that includes actual photos. In between, most of the 
light but specific informational payload is set apart from the 
narrative and printed in a different weight type. Having itself 
been finished off by a dust storm in 2018, Opportunity has since 
been buried beneath salutes to the currently active Curiosity. 
Still, as it operated for a record 14 ½ years, it does merit remem-
brance for longevity as well as a successful mission…and perhaps 
also for the five weeks it spent stuck in “Purgatory,” a sandy rip-
ple that inspired doubtless frustrated scientists back on Earth 
to dub all such traps purgatoids henceforth. Slipping in the odd 
magnifying glass or deerstalker hat, Carter sets the wide-eyed 
wanderer wheeling over pink but challengingly craggy Mars-
scapes. In one of the two scenes set on Earth, Oppy’s human 
crew includes both brown- and pale-skinned figures, one of the 
latter in a wheelchair. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A timely addition considering that interest in sending new 
probes—and people—to the red planet is ramping up. (source 
list) (Informational picture book. 6-8)

THE LONGER THE WAIT, THE 
BIGGER THE HUG
McLaughlin, Eoin
Illus. by Dunbar, Polly
Faber & Faber (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-571-37038-2 
Series: Hedgehog & Friends 

All winter long, Hedgehog hibernates.
During this long sleep, Hedgehog dreams of Tortoise. 

Hedgehog and Tortoise are best friends, and the cold winter 
months are hard to survive without their usual best-friend 
hugs. When spring finally arrives, Hedgehog wakes up, eager to 
find Tortoise and to get that long-awaited hug. But Tortoise is 
missing, and no matter how hard Hedgehog looks, they can’t 
find their best friend. Although disappointed, Hedgehog tries 
to make the best of things. But Badger’s paws are too sticky to 
hold, Magpie turns out to be an extremely demanding beach 
playmate, and Squirrel is a disaster at hide-and-seek. Hedgehog 
keeps looking for Tortoise, but when Tortoise is still missing, 
Hedgehog starts to lose hope. Eventually, a wise owl advises 

Hedgehog that sometimes, if the wait is long, the reunion is 
especially rewarding—in other words, “the longer the wait, the 
bigger the hug.” Happily, Hedgehog’s patience pays off, and 
when Hedgehog and Tortoise are reunited (it turns out Tortoise 
slightly overslept), their first hug is as epic as Owl promised—so 
epic that the whole forest comes out to celebrate. This sweet, 
gentle picture book perfectly pairs sincere and humorous text 
with watercolor-and-pen sketches that utilize a soothing pastel 
palette. The storyline is simple, clean, and lively, and the book’s 
message makes it the perfect tool to start conversations about 
missing friends and family. 

A gentle picture book about friendship, patience, and love. 
(Picture book. 2-5)

A TERRIBLE TIDE 
A Story of the 
Newfoundland 
Tsunami of 1929
Meade, Suzanne
Second Story Press (208 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-77260-211-1  

The 1929 Newfoundland Burin Pen-
insula tsunami, seen through the eyes of 
a 13-year-old girl.

It is early evening on Nov. 18, 1929, and in the small fish-
ing village of Taylor’s Bay, Celia Matthews is at home with her 
family when the earth begins to shake. Startled, the family runs 
outside, where they see most of their neighbors. They eagerly 
trade thoughts of what has caused it, and when the rumbling 
subsides, the families gradually go back inside to their dinners. 
But Celia is worried about her dog, Boomer. Her mother for-
bids her to look for him, but Celia, pretending she needs to use 
the outhouse, goes anyway. Outside, she notices an odd sight; 
the waters of the bay are receding rapidly. She stares, transfixed, 
and then begins to hear the shouts of alarm, as the tidal wave 
created by the earthquake comes rushing in. She runs for her 
life but is overtaken by the wave of cold water, described thrill-
ingly. Boomer helps her, and they are both rescued by neighbors. 
Sticking to facts within Celia’s first-person narration, the tale 
will transfix readers with both the adventure of the tidal wave 
and its aftermath and the many historical details that bring 
to life an isolated but close-knit fishing community without 
electricity or motors and with both the general store’s newly 
installed telephone and the telegraph knocked out by the wave. 
All characters read as White. 

Gripping and strengthening. (historical note) (Historical fic-
tion. 9-13)

“The tale will transfix readers with both the adventure of the tidal 
wave and its aftermath and the many historical details.”

a terrible tide
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NIKI NAKAYAMA
A Chef’s Tale in 13 Bites
Michalak, Jamie & Florence, Debbi Michiko
Illus. by Jones, Yuko
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-374-31387-6  

Niki Nakayama is a renowned chef who found her voice 
through food.

Opening with an illustration of Nakayama in her restau-
rant kitchen, her story is told in 13 “bites,” each depicted as a 
double-page spread, beginning in Los Angeles, where Niki was 
born. Mixing cultures, her Japan-born parents fused their Japa-
nese culture with American food. As she grew up, she desired 
to make her own life story through imagination, exploration, 
and invention. No one believed she, a girl, could be a success. 
Her response was “Kuyashii!” (translated as “I’ll show them!”), 
a frustration with these doubts that drove her to work harder. 
She traveled to Japan, where she discovered kaiseki—a multi-
ple-course meal that told a story, which steered her toward the 
culinary world. Using her creativity and hard work, she finally 
opened up her own restaurant, where she was free to cook in 
her own way, sharing her life story through her dishes. Niki 
Nakayama set out to show her family and the world what she 
could do, and she did. This brief biography captures Nakaya-
ma’s sense of exploration and her determination to follow her 
passion and dreams. The meticulously detailed illustrations 
highlight the food, experiences, and Japanese culture. Included 
at the end are a timeline of Nakayama’s life, deeper explana-
tions of the concepts of kuyashii and kaiseki, and a recipe for 
wonton pizza. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A flavorful, inspirational biography of a woman who 
showed the world what she could cook up. (Picture book/biogra-
phy. 4-8)

WHAT CAN YOU DO 
WITH A ROCK?
Miller, Pat Zietlow
Illus. by Kath, Katie
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-72821-763-5  

Rocks are varied and versatile—not 
unlike good friends.

Rocks often go ignored, the narrator remarks as a blue-
haired White child explores along a stream. The text contin-
ues in second person as it explains what those who notice the 

“magic” underfoot know: You can do a lot with a rock. You can 
kick it down the street, following it along. You can skip it, drop 
it, collect more, and sort them. You can study them, use them 
for art, keep them, or share them with a good friend, then make 
new rock memories with that friend. The story’s opening draws 
readers right into the world of rock appreciation, as though 
it’s a secret society that’s free to join. The child’s adventures 

with rocks and making friends form a visual story that comple-
ments the conversational, conspiratorial text. By the end, the 
story widens its scope to sweet life lessons as it turns effort-
lessly toward friendship and the wisdom transferable from rock 
discovery to friend discovery (“Some sparkle right away, while 
others seem ordinary at first, but have treasure deep inside”). 
Endmatter offers information, advice, and further reading 
about rocks and rock collecting; the beautiful endpapers with 
artistic renderings of labeled samples of different kinds of rock 
are worth perusing in and of themselves. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A delightful invitation. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE LOST LANGUAGE
Mills, Claudia
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House 
(304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-8234-5038-1  

An endangered language becomes 
a metaphor for people struggling to 
communicate.

Betsy is “good at being second.” Her 
mercurial linguistics professor mother 

works long hours, studying languages at risk of extinction, and 
has parental ambitions that sit uneasily on Betsy’s shoulders. 
Her best friend, Lizard, meanwhile, is a possessive, outspo-
ken, and brittle friend who brooks no opposition. Fortunately, 
Betsy’s father is a steady, easygoing presence. The two Colorado 
sixth graders seize upon a plan: They will learn Guernésiais (a 
language from the Channel Islands with only a couple hun-
dred speakers), get everyone at their middle school speaking 
it too, and surprise Betsy’s mother with their good deed. The 
school musical—Betsy is excited to take part, Lizard is disdain-
ful—leads to tension as Betsy considers the high personal cost 
of their friendship. Through well-drawn characters, this skill-
fully paced story thoughtfully addresses the need to be truly 
seen in our important relationships. However, the crisis of lan-
guage loss is not sufficiently explained: The girls express a savior 
mentality (“I hope they’d be grateful that two kids in America / 
were at least trying to save their language for them”) that is dra-
matically put in check. But without more context, readers may 
fail to fully understand the problem with their earlier attitude. 
Whiteness is situated as the default; Spanish-speaking students 
are present as background characters, and one of Betsy’s friends 
from the play is Black.

A sincere exploration of humanly imperfect love. (Verse 
novel. 9-12)
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THE PROUDEST COLOR
Modir, Sheila & Kashou, Jeff
Illus. by Mikai, Monica
Familius (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-64170-578-3  

When a Black girl experiences rac-
ism at school, her parents remind her to 
stay proud of her brown skin.

The narrator associates colors with 
her feelings: Her hands are pink when she’s happy, there’s blue 
in her eyes when she’s sad, red blooms in her cheeks when she 
is angry. Brown in her heart is her proud color; it’s the color she 
sees when she looks at herself and what others see when they 
see her. On her first day of school, she finds she is the only kid 
with brown skin. She only hesitates for a moment before march-
ing in with her pride intact. But when a White girl tells her she 
doesn’t like her skin color, the girl loses her pride. At home, she 
tells her parents and abuela, who are all Black as well, about it. 
They tell her to remember the important people of various eth-
nicities who have shared her brown skin: people in her life like 
her own abuela, as well as famous leaders like Kamala Harris 
and Frida Kahlo. The girl draws pictures of those changemakers 
and places herself among them, restoring her pride. The protag-
onist is an engaging character with an interesting perspective 
on feelings. While racist incidents are rarely so easily overcome, 
this book provides a helpful jumping-off point for exploring 
facts, thoughts, and feelings behind racial identity, awareness, 
and pride. The attractive illustrations are full of personality in 
vignettes that flesh out the story’s text. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A useful tool for digging deeper. (note) (Picture book. 4-9)

MORE THAN JUST 
A GAME 
The Black Origins of 
Basketball
Moore, Madison
Illus. by Ollivierre, Lonnie
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-5271-1  

The lamentably untold story of how basketball made its way 
from peach baskets in all-White YMCAs to dance halls in Black 
American neighborhoods, then to everywhere else in the world.

Today, the ubiquity of Black and brown faces on basketball 
courts can be easily taken for granted, but the origins of the sport 
looked noticeably different when James Naismith purportedly 
first invented the game in 1891. Moore’s succinct and musical 
prose pairs well with Ollivierre’s dynamic, movement-focused 
illustrations to outline a rich history of the sport’s growth in 
popularity due to the unique circumstances of the early 20th 
century. Big-city dance halls and ballrooms provided a perfect 
venue for Black participation in a sport that had previously 

been exclusive to Whites-only colleges and gymnasiums; a Chi-
cago team was even named after the Savoy Ballroom, where it 
played. Before it wraps up with the NBA’s transition into an 
integrated league with the year of its formation in 1949, this 
book does an excellent job of celebrating the legacies of a few 
of the Black players, teams, and contributors to the early days 
of basketball. Readers will appreciate the connections drawn to 
the sport today, and if they look closely, they may even see some 
familiar faces in the art.

A brief but nonetheless impressive sports history that is 
too often overlooked. (player profiles, additional resources) 
(Informational picture book. 4-9)

BRIGHT STAR 
Morales, Yuyi
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8234-4328-4  

Amid the borderlands, a whitetail 
fawn thrives and survives in Morales’ latest seed of hope.

“Child, you are awake!” A fawn gazes back at readers, curled 
up in the desert dirt alongside the cacti and blossoms. “You are 
alive!” It’s a summoning, a reckoning with the wonders—vis-
ible and not visible—of life. The opulent artwork thrums with 
blooms of orange, brown, and green, featuring vibrant images 
made of digitally altered drawings, photographs, yarn, wool, 
among other things. The fawn observes and prances, exploring 
underneath the warm desert sun. It’s a celebration. But: “Oh, 
no! What is that?” Faded gray spikes pierce the frame from 
behind. “Lie low. We want you safe.” The fawn’s left alone, 
crouched close to the earth as gray smoke suffocates the desert 
air. Soon, the fawn stands before a concrete wall crowned with 
barbed wire, bellowing among upturned cacti and other crea-
tures unable to move ahead. “Let the world know what you feel!” 
In English text that holds Spanish within it, Morales meditates 
on community, imagination, immigration, and the natural world, 
often pulling from current events and recent societal traumas. 
Thanks to some awe-inspiring moments and rather startling 
images, the fawn’s journey moves at a dreamy pace, inviting fur-
ther rereads. A powerful author’s note weaves in a visceral sense 
of urgency. Lucero, an all-Spanish version translated by Eida Del 
Risco, publishes simultaneously.

Utterly beautiful. (further resources) (Picture book. 4-8) 
(Lucero: 978-0-8234-4784-8)
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FLUBBY WILL NOT 
GO TO SLEEP
Morris, J.E.
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-593-38284-4 
Series: Flubby 

Flubby is back—but not to sleep.
What child hasn’t resisted sleep at 

one time or another? So it will make 
sense to readers that when Flubby gets a new bed, the fussy 
feline doesn’t want to sleep in it. Using the repetitive pattern 
of successful books for beginning readers, Flubby’s child-owner 
tries to solve Flubby’s insomnia problem four different ways, 
offering a new pillow, a warm blanket, a lullaby, and a bedtime 
snack—all to no avail. In typical cat fashion, the contrary cat 
finds his way back onto the child’s bed with a “Meow.” A few 
deft pen strokes convey both cat’s and child’s emotions and the 
child’s increasing frustration. Morris uses two spreads for each 
episode, with one page divided into two panels. At last Flubby 
solves the problem on his own, claiming the child’s stuffed ani-
mal to cuddle with in the dark. A culminating repetition of all 
the things “Flubby did not need” provides vocabulary review 
and leads to the satisfying conclusion: “Flubby just needed a 
friend.” The muted palette of grayish-brown, blue, green, and 
orange is well-suited for the bedtime setting. The text’s simple 
declarative sentences and repeated phrases use fewer than 50 
words, almost guaranteeing success for new readers. Flubby’s 
child-owner is not gendered and has wavy brown hair and skin. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.) 

No flubs for this cat and kid. Just satisfying bedtime read-
ing. (Early reader. 4-8)

I’LL LOVE YOU FROM AFAR
Mourtada, Racha
Illus. by Haddad, Sasha
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-06-313888-9  

Ideal for those inevitable times when 
friends and loved ones are far away.

Beginning with an illustration of a child atop a lighthouse 
searching the seas through a spyglass and ending with the light-
house’s beacon of love shining out into the night, this rhyming 
text sends an optimistic message of patient and enduring love. 

“Sorry I can’t see you. / You’re oh so far away! / But don’t you 
worry, / I’m in no hurry, / My love is here to stay.” Befitting the 
universal theme, different children and situations are depicted 
with each stanza, with no clearly identified speaker or recipient 
maintained consistently throughout. The sentiment is voiced 
from the shore, the playground, the city. Wherever the speaker 
is—the depths of the ocean, the limits of space, the isolation of 
one of the poles (alas, an inaccurate illustration pairs an igloo 

and a penguin, with a White child depicted in Arctic Native 
furs)—they will miss their loved one. The illustrations, done in 
an appropriately calm palette, show a wide range of racial and 
gender presentations as the scenes change. To a troubled friend 
across the alley, a kid in a wheelchair offers, “You can blow all 
your troubles / Into some bubbles, / And I’ll pop them at no 
extra charge.” The timing suggests yet another Covid-19 pic-
ture-book response, but the sentiment is evergreen. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A loving missive for anyone missing friends and family. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

HELP MOM WORK 
FROM HOME!
Murray, Diana
Illus. by Doerrfeld, Cori
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-316-27365-7  

Having a parent who works from home can be joyful, at 
least as the child sees it.

A mom and young child wave goodbye as the rest of the fam-
ily leaves the house, then Mom gets down to work on her laptop. 
Mom tries hard to keep her kiddo entertained between video 
meetings and sending invoices. The child finds creative (albeit 
messy) ways to stay busy and “helps” mom by styling her hair 
and organizing her supplies—activities that might appear some-
what stressful to Mom, at least through grown-up eyes. Mom 
makes time during the busy day to connect with her child over 
yoga stretches, and the little one mimics her phone calls and 
other work tasks in a show of clear adoration. The book is a nod 
to the countless parents and caregivers who have found them-
selves without child care, struggling to balance the demands of 
working from home while simultaneously performing parent-
ing duties. While the challenge of supporting a young child dur-
ing the workday will feel all too familiar to many, the depictions 
of the struggle may hit too close to home for the lighthearted 
tone of the book to feel fun rather than anxiety-inducing. Mem-
bers of this family of color are illustrated with shades of brown 
skin and brown hair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An attempt to normalize the difficulty of being a working 
parent that may just be too soon. (Picture book. 3-7)

KEEP YOUR HEAD UP 
Neil, Aliya King
Illus. by Palmer, Charly 
Denene Millner Books/Simon & 
Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-8040-7  

D wakes up late, no one greets him, and 
his sister has used his favorite toothpaste to 
make slime. Will D’s day get any better? 

“Readers will recognize their own feelings through Neil’s 
empathetic text, laden with sensory metaphors.”

keep your head up
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D, a young Black boy, tries to make the best of a bad day. 
Despite the less-than-stellar start to his morning, he man-
ages to keep his head up and try to turn it around. However, 
once at school, he learns that he’s missing his gym uniform 
and won’t be able to participate. As hard as he tries to fight it, 
his “bad day face slips out.” As the day progresses, D’s “bad 
day face” becomes his “scrunchy face,” and eventually he has 
a full-on “meltdown”—which lands him in the principal’s 
office. There, D talks with Miss King, who likens him to a 
fragile vinyl LP, an analogy that is both fitting and affirming. 
D’s parents come to pick him up from school, which doesn’t 
help his mood, but he makes the decision to keep his head up 
anyway. D’s mental state is represented in Palmer’s painterly 
illustrations by a cloud that floats above his head. As the day 
wears on, the cloud grows bigger and darker, the meltdown 
page rendered as nothing but vigorous black brush strokes. 
Readers will recognize their own feelings of anger, disap-
pointment, and loss of control through Neil’s empathetic 
text, laden with sensory metaphors. D’s school is majority 
Black, and his teachers and Miss King are Black as well. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An excellent book for teaching children the importance of 
showing themselves grace and kindness. (Picture book. 4-8)

SISTER, BROTHER, FAMILY
An American Childhood 
in Music
Nelson, Willie & Nelson, Bobbie with 
Barton, Chris
Illus. by Han, Kyung Eun
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-984851-83-3
978-1-984851-84-0 PLB  

This story of how siblings Willie and Bobbie Nelson 
became lifelong musical partners focuses on how the two grew 
up together in Abbott, Texas.

Many fans know the story of the redheaded stranger Willie 
Nelson, the songwriter and performer who, at age 88, contin-
ues to perform and release music. But far fewer know the story 
of Nelson’s sister, Bobbie, a pianist and gifted singer who has 
played with her brother since the two were young children. “My 
first piano was one we made from cardboard, with a keyboard 
drawn in crayon,” Bobbie says in the alternating narration. “We 
loved music. Music loved us back. It provided for us and pro-
tected us and supported our family’s soul,” Willie says. The fam-
ily’s rural life is portrayed as loving and idyllic as the two are 
raised by their grandparents until their grandfather dies. From 
there it’s a short, abrupt journey from playing in church and 
in front of their first crowds to playing to huge audiences, as 
shown in a collection of ticket stubs that bookend the story-
book. This picture book feels disconnected from its putative 
child audience. By softening rough edges and by focusing only 
on the siblings’ childhood, the story pins itself to an old-fash-
ioned past. The serviceable illustrations that seem intentionally 

faded and muted likewise don’t concede much to a modern kid 
audience. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

More a cute collectible for established fans than a chil-
dren’s book that invites new curiosity. (Picture book/memoir. 3-7)

THE INSIDERS
Oshiro, Mark
Harper/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-300810-6  

When his mom lands a new job, Héc-
tor Muñoz leaves San Francisco—and his 
best friends and beloved neighborhood—
for a town near Sacramento.

The Mexican American 12-year-old 
starts Orangevale Middle School with 

optimism, hopeful that new friends will appreciate his flair for 
fashion and confident that he will find fellow musical theater–
obsessed peers. His optimism wanes when he finds out there 
is no drama club or theater program; Ms. Heath, the head of 
school security, seems to have targeted him for harsh discipline; 
and the Table of Misfits, a ragtag group of outsiders, is the only 
place for him to sit at lunch. Matters get worse when Mike, a 
relentlessly homophobic bully, and his so-called Minions target 
Héctor. When a janitor’s closet magically appears whenever 
and wherever Héctor most needs to hide, he finds a respite 
from the bullying. The room not only offers him safety, it also 
connects him to other outsiders who find their ways there from 
their own schools when they need escape: Black and Chinese 
Juliana from South Carolina and Filipino and White Sal from 
Arizona. With compassion and humor, Oshiro creates a fantas-
tical scenario that holds deeper implications for three outsiders 
who face struggles as queer and biracial youths. Reading this 
heartwarming blend of realistic fiction and fantasy, young peo-
ple will appreciate Héctor’s brave and earnest quest for happi-
ness and belonging set among a richly diverse cast of characters.

Sweet and full of heart. (Fiction. 8-12)

THE LEOPARD BEHIND 
THE MOON 
Paasewe-Valchev, Mayonn
Greenwillow Books (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-299361-8  

A boy and his best friends embark on 
a pilgrimage that delivers bittersweet life 
lessons in a richly rendered, West Afri-
can–inspired world.

Ezomo is a 10-year-old boy from the village of Sesa. 
Secluded from the outside world by an impenetrable hedge 
of sweet thorn trees and a moss-covered door, Sesa has strict 
rules and traditions. No one is to open the village door, and no 
child is to go out at night without an adult. Called useless for his 

“Paasewe-Valchev’s prose is captivating, smooth, and poetic 
in its delivery of this fresh and layered narrative.”

the leopard behind the moon
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daydreaming ways, Ezomo has been considered a nuisance since 
his father’s passing 3 years ago; his grief has been a constant 
burden, interfering with his ability to be a contributing village 
member or of any help to his mother. Ezomo’s two best friends, 
Chimama and Muja, are treated as outcasts thanks to their par-
ents’ shameful shortcomings. One day Ezomo spots a leopard 
in the forest that he believes was responsible for his father’s 
death. With his friends, Ezomo sets out to capture the leopard 
as vengeance. Their quest and ensuing desperate circumstances 
lead them to the forbidden village door—and the potential dis-
covery of weighted secrets. They may have to break the rules 
to rectify past wrongs and salvage their own futures. Paasewe- 
Valchev’s prose is captivating, smooth, and poetic in its delivery 
of this fresh and layered narrative. With well-timed, fluid pac-
ing, this novel masterfully deals with themes of friendship, fam-
ily, loss, and hope. Readers will be engrossed from start to finish.

A beautifully rendered coming-of-age story. (Fiction. 8-14)

PONY
Palacio, R.J. 
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-553-50811-6  

A boy, accompanied by ghosts and 
a bald-faced pony, sets out to rescue his 
father.

Silas Bird, 12, his father, a Scottish 
immigrant bootmaker and experimental 
photographer, and Mittenwool, a ghost 

only Silas can see, live near the fictional Ohio town of Boneville 
in 1860. One night, three armed strangers on horseback insist 
that Pa come do some sort of business with them. Pa promises 
he’ll return in a week, but the next morning, when a pony one 
of the men was leading returns to the farm, Silas decides to ride 
after him, though it means braving the ancient and terrifying 
Woods, more ghosts, and his own fears. Palacio writes smoothly, 
with engaging details, but narrator Silas sometimes seems far 
younger than 12 and other times too adult. The presentation of 
the ghosts is also inconsistent: Some can see each other, oth-
ers can’t; Silas recognizes some as ghosts but thinks others are 
living people. A conversation between Silas and a White settler, 
following a scene in which Silas encounters the ghosts of Native 
people massacred by the U.S. government, plays into unfortu-
nate tropes of Indian nations no longer existing. The epony-
mous Pony drives several plot points but doesn’t come across as 
a real equine. Among other horse-related slip-ups, novice rider 
Silas manages several 12-hour days without either himself or the 
pony dropping from exhaustion. Atmospheric daguerreotypes 
front each chapter. All characters are White. 

Beautiful writing cannot compensate for weaknesses in 
worldbuilding. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 10-14)

TREASURE IN THE LAKE 
Pamment, Jason
Illus. by the author
HarperAlley (208 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-06-306518-5
978-0-06-306517-8 paper  

The silences are the best parts of this 
graphic novel.

A beetle that’s painted a perfectly 
chosen, dusky shade of purple takes 

almost an entire page of wordless panels to land on the surface 
of a lake. Even in scenes with dialogue, the silences between 
words are beautiful, too. When Iris, who’s 13, asks her friend 
Sam what he wants to do when he’s older, he says, “You mean 
like…” and then stares blankly for a full panel before he asks, 

“What do you mean?” Sam is only 12 and can’t imagine leaving 
the town of Bugden. The town’s name is perfectly chosen, too. 
Iris says, later: “Bugden is so small, it feels like everyone’s watch-
ing what I do all the time!” But just outside of town is a hidden 
city—Iris thinks it looks Byzantine—with submerged railroad 
tracks and an enormous clock made of stained glass. That leads 
to a mystery: Is the young girl Iris meets there a time traveler 
or a ghost? It might be best to describe the book as a puzzle, a 
haunting one. Even on its final page, not everything has been 
explained. Literal-minded readers might prefer a story with 
a clear, simple timeline. But many readers will opt to fill the 
silences with their own thoughts. Characters tend to present 
White, including Sam, Iris, and the mysterious Lily.

This story is astonishing enough to leave people speech-
less. (background notes) (Graphic fantasy. 8-12)

WHO LOVES LITTLE LEMUR?
Paul, Ann Whitford
Illus. by Fleck, Jay
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-374-38847-8  

A playful story set in a faraway place 
about lemurs, love, and family.

It’s hard to miss Little Lemur as the star of this book. In 
the first image, his large smiling face peers through rainfor-
est foliage and a leaf balances on his head like a jaunty beret. 
Uncluttered illustrations with stylized, simplified landscapes 
and solid backgrounds form the backdrop for an active day in 
Little Lemur’s life. He and the rest of his lemur family have 
large, expressive eyes, and their striking ringed tails sometimes 
intertwine to create hearts. Most female lemurs have a flower 
tucked behind one ear, and Grandma wears glasses, but their 
behavior is pure lemur. Or it is? Rhyming couplets weave in the 
facts of Little Lemur’s life (young lemurs are pups, and Little 
Lemur’s family group is a troop) and allow readers to observe 
Little Lemur’s day as he is snuggled, fed, and groomed. He 
nurses and eats figs and crickets. He climbs, tussles, and chases 
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with siblings and cousins, and sometimes he needs help. Read-
ers will have to rotate the book 90 degrees to take in the illus-
tration revealing the dizzying height of the scary cliff where 
Little Lemur is stranded. Flowing couplets include unusual 
words for vocabulary building and discussion (tamarind, gambol, 
tweak, beckon), and creative wordsmithing captures lemur antics 
(“Auntie beckons Little Lemur to prancity-prance. / The whole 
troop joins in their jump-jump dance”) and the book’s overriding 
theme of familial love. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An action-packed introduction to a young lemur and his 
family that might not be very different from readers’ own. 
(further facts) (Picture book. 3-6)

RIGHT NOW!
Real Kids Speaking Up 
for Change
Paul, Miranda
Illus. by Jackson, Bea
Clarion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-358-13732-0  

Who says you need to be a grown-up 
to help make a change in the world? There are kids around the 
world making a difference, right now!

Paul profiles children notable for their bravery, leadership, 
intelligence, commitment to creatively solving problems, and 
willingness to speak to matters facing the world—especially on 
behalf of other children. Readers will be inspired by the blend 
of familiar kid activists such as Jazz Jennings, Greta Thunberg, 
and Malala Yousafzai with lesser-known young people like sci-
entist Angela Zhang and community worker Jonas Corona. Also 
included is a two-page spread featuring 18 young people who 
are committed to helping animals. The profiles are short and 
conveyed in free-verse odes paired with prose paragraphs of 
facts, together briefly outlining the young person’s challenge 
and resolution on a full-bleed, double-page spread. Jackson’s 
dreamy, doe-eyed illustrations embody the optimism and hope 
of each profiled youngster but also often fail to convey their 
ferocity. Greta Thunberg sits next to a sunflower looking into 
the middle distance rather than facing down the U.N. Gen-
eral Assembly, for instance. The backmatter includes a section 
headed “You Can Speak Up Too! Actions Make a Difference” 
that answers questions about ways young people can lend their 
voices and efforts to help others. There’s also an author’s note, 
glossary, and bibliography with quote sources. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Inspirational if a little airbrushed. (Informational picture book. 
5-8)

GARLIC & THE VAMPIRE
Paulsen, Bree
Illus. by the author
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(160 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-299509-4
978-0-06-299508-7 paper  

Friendly vegetables investigate a new 
arrival.

Garlic is late for market day, but her 
friend Carrot doesn’t mind covering for her. It’s a bustling time, 
with different vegetables selling unmagicked versions of them-
selves in an old-fashioned rural village. In this cheerful, boldly 
inked graphic novel for younger readers, these (totally adorable) 
anthropomorphic plants with diverse genders live side by side 
with humans, all under the watchful eye of the kindly but power-
ful Witch Agnes, who created them as “mute little helpers” but 
has enjoyed their growth into independent contributors to the 
community. When the vegetables notice smoke trailing from 
the chimneys of a nearby castle, Agnes uses her magic to inves-
tigate and discovers that a vampire has moved in. Nervous Gar-
lic is tasked with slaying the bloodsucker, given their folkloric 
revulsion to her kin. Antagonistic Celery goes with her reluc-
tantly, payback for his willingness to sacrifice her for the mis-
sion. Vampire lore and information about witchcraft are woven 
throughout, and Witch Agnes’ wisdom often speaks directly to 
the audience. It’s a quick but packed read, and readers will cheer 
Garlic’s growth from anxious to triumphant, though children 
looking for a spooky vampire tale will soon discover that this 
depiction is more cheerful than chilling. 

Delightful. (Graphic fantasy. 7-10)

LITTLE LOON FINDS HIS VOICE
Pearson, Yvonne
Illus. by Shklovsky, Regina
The Collective Book Studio (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-951412-33-3  

Little Loon aspires to have a voice like his papa’s, long, 
strong, and echoing on the water.

Readers unfortunate enough to be unfamiliar with the call 
of a loon may miss something in this telling, as the haunting 
and ethereal beauty of a loon’s vocalizations doesn’t quite come 
through here. What do come across, however, are the chick’s 
persistence and fierce desire as well as the growth cycle of a loon 
chick. When the tale begins, Little Loon is seen in a nest, a bro-
ken egg nearby. Later he rides on Mama’s back, sliding off when 
she dives to catch him small fish. As the pages turn and Little 
Loon hears his father’s various calls—Danger! Where are you? 
Back off!—he practices his own vocalizations, but his “eep”s 
and “peep”s and “squeak”s aren’t like Papa’s. Observant read-
ers will notice, though, that Little Loon’s feathers are changing: 
He’s growing up. And as the leaves change color and he takes off 
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into the sky for the ocean, he finally is able to make an echoing 
call. Judging from previous scenes, however, it’s a yodel that’s 
written, but backmatter states that a tremolo call is the only 
one made while flying and that chicks can’t yodel until they are 
2 years old. Shklovsky’s illustrations seem to use graphite and 
watercolor to create the loons and their habitat, respectively; 
some scenes are jarringly blurry. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Share this with readers who have heard loons’ calls in the 
wild. (Informational picture book. 3-7)

PURA’S CUENTOS 
How Pura Belpré 
Reshaped Libraries 
With Her Stories
Pimentel, Annette Bay
Illus. by Morales, Magaly
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-4197-4941-4  

A biography of the first Puerto Rican 
to be hired by the New York Public Library and, possibly, the 
first Afro-Latinx librarian in the United States.

Belpré grew up in Puerto Rico listening to stories, mainly 
from her abuela. She needed stories “like a mango tree needs 
sunshine.” After moving to New York City, where she lived in 
Harlem, Belpré was hired to work at the 135th Street branch 
library (now the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Cul-
ture). There, she was put in charge of storytime, but she could 
tell only stories printed in books. “But Pura knows that not all 
the stories worth telling are in books.” Abuela’s stories, stories 
from Puerto Rico, were not in books, and those were the ones 
she wanted to tell. She soon convinced her bosses to allow her 
to tell those stories; eventually she went on to tell her stories—
and plenty of others—in libraries and auditoriums, in English 
and in Spanish, always reaching out to as many children as pos-
sible. In due course, those stories did become books—“because 
Pura Belpré always knew that many stories worth telling aren’t 
in books,” and she could change that. The accompanying illus-
trations are vibrant, with rich, saturated colors. Dynamic dou-
ble-page illustrations often consist of vignettes that blend into 
one another, adding depth to the narration. Belpré is depicted 
with brown skin and dark hair. The children, though mostly 
having similar faces, represent a range of skin tones. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A vibrant portrayal of an important figure. (author’s note, 
source notes, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 5-8)

BRIGHT BROWN BABY
A Treasury
Pinkney, Andrea Davis
Illus. by Pinkney, Brian
Orchard/Scholastic (64 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-545-87229-4  

The Pinkneys, prolific creators of books for children, offer 
a guide for caregivers to affirm their babies’ senses of self-worth.

This treasury has more text directed to caregivers than to 
children. An introduction headed “Welcome to Joy!” invites 
caregivers to hold their babies while reading to them and shar-
ing words and pictures that “will hug them tight.” Each of the 
five sections, with titles such as “Bright Brown Baby,” “Count to 
Love,” and “Peek-a-You,” begins with a meaningful quote, four 
from great African American leaders and one from a Sanskrit 
poem. Then a series of instructions to caregivers (“Get ready 
to make a big list of blessings”) is followed by illustrations of 
brown babies with their adults accompanied by short, simple 
text in the style of board books for babies. (In fact, the sepa-
rate sections will be released over time as stand-alone board 
books, with Count to Love! releasing simultaneously.) A final 
note to parents instructs them to go back through the pages of 
the treasury and read the quotes aloud to their babies as they 
take in the images of brown families. Brian Pinkney’s signature 
swirling curves and saturated colors create a sense of movement 
in the playful scenes on the book’s pages, while the combina-
tion of encouraging text aimed at adults and simple text aimed 
at babies extends a hand to new parents wanting to tell their 
little ones how precious they are. The treasury offers a vehicle 
to carve out the time to do just that.

A lovely gift and guide for new parents. (Picture book. 1-3) 
(Count to Love!: 978-1-338-67239-8)

THE FOX AND THE 
FOREST FIRE
Popovici, Danny 
Illus. by the author
Chronicle Books (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 24, 2021
978-1-79720-282-2  

A family is displaced by a forest fire. 
A young child moves far from the city to a house in the 

woods. It takes time for the child to acclimate to such a home, 
and when mom leads a hiking trip, the child declares: “I don’t 
like this place!” A bright orange fox is seen nearby, watching 
everything unfold. In leisurely paced, brightly lit, earth-toned 
spreads, readers see the child learning to love the new home and 
witness the adventures that can be had in the forest. Fox and 
child become accustomed to each other. A forest fire changes 
everything: Fiery reds and darker shadows take over, and the 
family must pack what they can and flee. The subsequent word-
less spread depicts animals fleeing as well, the fox in the lead. 
When the child and mother return, much later, their home is 

“Dynamic double-page illustrations often consist of vignettes that 
blend into one another, adding depth to the narration.”

pura’s  cuentos
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gone, and they begin to rebuild. The fox is seen in its den, snug-
gled in a blanket evidently salvaged from the wreckage. While 
there may be no mercy for the family’s home, the child narrator 
emphasizes that “our house is gone, but we are safe.” A closing 
note reveals the author was once a firefighter and explains that 

“naturally occurring” forest fires can benefit a forest—yet also 
emphasizes the danger of human-caused ones and the need to 
protect our environment. All characters are White with the 
exception of one Black firefighter, presenting as female. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A sensitively told story of an all-too-common occurrence. 
(Picture book. 5-10)

HOW TO WIN A SLIME WAR
Respicio, Mae
Wendy Lamb/Random (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-593-30267-5
978-0-593-30268-2 PLB  

The new kid in town finds himself 
caught up in a slime-selling battle.

Twelve-year-old Alex Manalo is pas-
sionate about two things: slime and busi-
ness. So when he and his dad (his mother 

has died) move from Silicon Valley to Sacramento to take over 
his grandparents’ struggling Filipino market, he is excited that 
they’ll have their own business. Being the new kid isn’t easy, and 
while Alex isn’t sporty or tall like the popular kids at his old 
school, he soon discovers that his new middle school is big on 
slime. Alex makes all kinds of slime with different ingredients, 
textures, and smells, garnering the attention of his classmates. 
A new friend convinces him to sell his slime, but that spurs a 
slime war with the girl who holds the slime monopoly at school. 
It isn’t going to be easy, especially when his dad thinks slime is 
a waste of time and that Alex should be playing soccer. With 
his hands in many different activities, Alex fights to win sticky 
battles with his family, new friends, and himself. Respicio has 
written an exciting, fast-paced story of friendship, family, and 
community. Throughout the book, Alex often struggles to make 
his opinions heard, but he eventually finds his voice and under-
stands what it really means to be a winner. Alex and his family 
are Filipino; there is diversity in the supporting cast. The book 
includes different slime recipes.

Oozing with fun. (Fiction. 8-12)

THE DRAGON’S DOOKIE
Reynolds, Aaron
Illus. by Kendell, Cam
Roaring Brook (288 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-250-20644-2 
Series: Fart Quest, 3 

A trio of heroes prove themselves yet 
again.

After a month of recharging in the 
village of Conklin, Fart, Moxie, and Pan 

are ready to get back to work, and they are soon contacted by 
the Great and Powerful Kevin for yet another ridiculous quest. 
This time, however, Pan is apprehensive of Kevin’s purpose for 
these magical artifacts and wants no part in his schemes—and 
her friends back her up. Until Kevin offers Pan something she 
cannot decline: a chance to see her deceased mother one more 
time. The brave trio—and TickTock, their phibling friend—
venture to the highest peak of the Frostflung mountains to find 
the dragon Glacierbane and search his poop for a supercharged 
magical item. Along the way they meet pink-haired noble knight 
Seraphim and Sparkles, her talking spoonicorn (not to be mis-
taken for a unicorn). Fart doesn’t know if he’s jealous or if his 
instincts are correct, but something feels not quite right about 
them. Either way, hazardous happenings await as they battle 
shroomies, bots, and more, all the while learning to be better 
friends and making new ones. Fart’s whimsical, first-person per-
spective thrusts readers into the fantastical Fourteen Realms as 
they follow his growth as a mage and friend. Although some-
what formulaic, the story is still an enjoyably amusing read that 
will keep readers immersed in its brisk pace. Final illustrations 
not seen.

Fans of the series will enjoy this latest entry. (map) (Fantasy. 
8-12)

OUR TABLE 
Reynolds, Peter H.
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-338-57232-2  

A youngest child misses sitting 
around the table with her now-busy fam-
ily, then finds a way to restore their time 
together.

Violet remembers the table “fondly.” Memories were made 
making meals, preparing the table, and sitting together telling 
stories. Now, her family is busy, and Violet finds herself alone at 
the table. Her father sits in front of a big screen. Her mother 
chats on a small screen. Her brother plays games with friends on 
a medium-sized screen. One day, Violet notices that the table is 
smaller than it used to be. The next day, it is smaller still. When 
the table disappears altogether, Violet knows what she must 
do to restore balance to her family. In Reynolds’ established 

“In Reynolds’ established tradition, 
this story is simple and full of heart.”

our table
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tradition, this story is simple and full of heart, celebrating the 
wonder and possibility of being human and being in relation-
ship. While the tale holds heavy moments of loneliness and dis-
connection, the characters are memorably good-natured, and 
the family rallies quite easily around the important cause when 
Violet shows the way. Room is left for readers to think, with 
plenty of white space surrounding the text and the monochro-
matic purple-shaded sketches that dominate the story. Vivid 
memories, both old and new in the making, bring feeling in full 
color. Violet’s family is Black with puffy purple hair.

Sweet and timely for today’s families. (Picture book. 3-8)

PARADISE ON FIRE
Rhodes, Jewell Parker
Illus. by Malyon, Serena
Little, Brown (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-316-49383-3  

Fire can change everything.
Adaugo, whose name means “daugh-

ter of an eagle,” leaves Bibi, her Nige-
rian grandmother and surrogate mother, 
to travel from New York to California 

with Wilderness Adventures for a three-week outdoor experi-
ence. Leo, the White owner of Wilderness Adventures, and two 
White college-age counselors, seek to teach Addy and five other 
urban Black kids enough outdoor skills to conclude their stay 
with a several-night backpacking trip. Tormented by nightmares 
of the fire that killed her parents, Addy obsesses over maps, 
mazes, and escape routes. Stylistically varied and impressively 
detailed, her sketches throughout the book highlight her talent 
and observational skills. She learns topographical mapping to 
understand the wooded landscape, and she quickly falls in love 
with nature. Leaving Leo, the only skilled woodsman, at base 
camp, the group encounters a wildfire the first night of their 
culminating trip, and the counselors ignore Addy’s informed 
advice—based on Leo’s mentorship and her focus on cultivat-
ing her navigation skills—to their peril. Inspired by California’s 
2018 Camp Fire, this novel teaches about nature and climate 
change but centers Whiteness since Leo imparts most of the 
wisdom. He also relies on the leadership of the counselors, nei-
ther of whom demonstrates the passion or cultural competence 
to work effectively with Addy and her peers. Those who know 
the woods may sense this habitat is less familiar to Rhodes than 
the settings of her previous books.

A heart-pounding read that imparts both a healthy fear 
and a deep appreciation of nature’s power. (afterword) (Fiction. 
10-14)

SHIPWRECKED
Rinker, Jess
Imprint (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-250-21340-2 
Series: The Dare Sisters, 2 

The treasure hunt continues!
Inspired by local pirate lore, sisters 

Savannah, Frankie, and Jolene Dare 
are back following the trail of their late 
Grandpa’s search for treasure. It’s been 

a month since the last break in the confounding clues, leading 
them to what might be Blackbeard’s lost treasure or at least his 
sunken ship, the Queen Anne’s Revenge. It may also reveal the deed 
to their house, which is supercritical since their grandfather’s 
old business partner wants to get his hands on the place. Thank-
fully, the sisters now have more people aiding them in their 
quest, like their cousins and Sav’s best friend. Through ciphers, 
knowledge of North Carolina’s Ocracoke Island, and Sav’s abil-
ity to follow their Grandpa’s train of thought, the intrepid team 
hunts through their small community. This time, they inves-
tigate a lighthouse, the local library (via the card catalog; this 
is 1996), their attic, the depths of the sea through sonar, and 
communications from what may be Blackbeard’s ghost. Rinker 
creates a world brimming with the exuberance of middle-grade 
tales set in a pre-internet world—with the bonus excitement 
of a pirate mystery. As the protagonist and narrator, Sav is ever 
determined, often hyperfocused, and sometimes in trouble 
despite her honest intentions. The cast defaults to White.

Readers will set sail for adventure. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
8-13)

ROAD CREW, 
COMING THROUGH!
Rinker, Sherri Duskey
Illus. by Ford, A.G.
Chronicle Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-79720-472-7 
Series: Construction Site 

There’s no crew like a familiar crew! Rinker’s perpetually 
cheery vehicles are back to build a road.

From construction crew to road crew, the intrepid heroes 
that first made their appearance in Goodnight, Goodnight, Con-
struction Site, illustrated by Tom Lichtenheld (2011), have 
returned yet again, with Ford illustrating, as he has since 2018. 
In this new iteration, the team has settled in a land of mesas, 
cacti, and scrub. Joined by new vehicles Compacter, Scraper, 
Grader, Roller, Striper, Water Truck, and Paver, they are given 
plans to construct a route “from here…to there,” and there’s not a 
moment to lose. After all, this isn’t just any road. It’s a “SUPER-
HIGHWAY, MEGA ROAD!” The rhyming text follows each 
piece of equipment as they do their part in paving the dusty 
landscape. In the course of a day (or so it would appear) the road 
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is finished. That cars and trucks are able to use it immediately 
strains at the tensile strength of adult credulity, but construc-
tion-loving tots won’t care a jot. And conflict-averse youngsters 
needn’t worry, as not a thing goes wrong. To offset some of the 
natural concerns regarding the construction of superhighways, 
the book takes care to include wildlife crossings within the illus-
trations and adds an explanation at the end about their neces-
sity. Vehicles are identified with both male and female pronouns 
throughout. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This is one road kids will be happy to travel again. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

THE CURSED CARNIVAL AND 
OTHER CALAMITIES
New Stories About 
Mythic Heroes
Ed. by Riordan, Rick
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (496 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-368-07083-6  

In this anthology penned by authors 
from the Rick Riordan Presents imprint—
and Riordan himself—mythological 

adventures lie in wait.
In the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, Gum Baby must 

save her friends from a ghostie dressed in rags in Kwame Mba-
lia’s “The Gum Baby Files.” In Carlos Hernandez’ “Calamity 
Juice,” Cuban American Sal and Gabi must figure out which 
alternate version of the universe has swallowed up their friend. 
In “Beware the Grove of True Love” by Roshani Chokshi, Aru 
Shah and her Pandava sisters enter a Night Bazaar in the Oth-
erworld; they must return gunghroos, or anklet bells, to a magi-
cal being they upset. And at the All-Nations Assembly powwow, 
Diné girl Nizhoni; her best friend, Davery; and other Native 
youth try—and fail—to take a break from slaying monsters in 

“The Demon Drum” by Rebecca Roanhorse. The 10 short sto-
ries in this anthology pulse with imagination and humor, and 
each entry is a true page-turner set in a fully realized, satisfy-
ingly complete fantasy world that is accessible even to readers 
who are not familiar with the authors’ novels. At times, the dia-
logue can feel forced, as though the writers are trying to shape 
their styles to match Riordan’s; the strongest stories are the 
ones that avoid this pitfall and which have the most distinctive 
voices. 

A captivating collection of stories based on world mythol-
ogies. (guide to Irish names, contributor bios) (Fantasy. 9-13)

THE GREAT BEAR 
Robertson, David A. 
Puffin/Penguin Random House 
Canada (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-7352-6613-1 
Series: Misewa Saga, 2 

Morgan and Eli return to Askí in this 
sequel to The Barren Grounds (2020).

Actually, the Cree foster siblings have 
been returning nightly, taking advantage 

of the different passage of time between Earth and Askí to stay 
in the village of Misewa for weeks while their foster parents 
sleep. Their joy in staying with the animal beings of Misewa is 
tempered by the loss of the old fisher Ochek. On Earth, Eli is 
bullied at school so relentlessly he cuts off his braid, and their 
foster parents (who are White) have thrown Morgan for a loop 
by giving her the telephone number of her birth mother—whom 
the eighth grader hasn’t seen since she was taken away as a tod-
dler. So when Eli proposes changing their portal to go to a time 
when Ochek is young, Morgan agrees. Their ensuing adventure 
is something of an idyll, giving the kids a glimpse of a peace-
ful, prosperous Misewa. Readers of Volume 1 will enjoy this new 
aspect on favorite characters just as much as Morgan and Eli do, 
especially the squirrel Arik and teenage Ochek. The struggle 
against the rampaging Great Bear—shockingly, a younger ver-
sion of wise village elder Muskwa—drives the action. Robert-
son’s (Norway House Cree Nation) nods at the complexity of 
time-travel plots serve as wry metafictive commentary and also 
tie into his consideration of profound existential questions. 

A cliffhanger ending compels a return to this absorbing 
Indigenous fantasy. (glossary) (Fantasy. 10-14)

HURRICANE
Rocco, John
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-7595-5493-1  

Adversity brings out the best in 
people.

A young boy, perhaps the author/
illustrator’s younger self, witnesses this principle firsthand—
and is himself a testament to it—when a hurricane wreaks 
havoc. Readers meet the young narrator, who describes his 

“favorite place in the world” as the neighborhood dock, over-
looking the nearby river, where he swims and fishes. Returning 
home one day, he sees his dad reinforcing their house’s windows 
because a hurricane’s approaching. The boy worries: What will 
happen to his dock? The storm’s destructive fury is dramati-
cally portrayed both textually and visually, allowing readers to 
share his concern. The boy’s fears are confirmed next morning 
when he observes the storm’s damage to his street: Indeed, the 
dock has been destroyed. Unfortunately, neighbors can’t help 
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immediately, as they’re occupied with their own home repairs; 
nevertheless, the boy lends them a helping hand. Afterward, 
with pluck, ingenuity, and every resource available, the kid 
attempts dock repair himself…until all his neighbors, having 
completed their own work and been impressed by the boy’s 
initiative, pitch in with new supplies and sturdily fix up “our 
dock.” This is exactly told, down-to-earth story about folks 
coming together in troubled times will evoke readers’ empa-
thy. The excellent, realistic illustrations, rendered in pencil and 
watercolors, enhance the already accessible, satisfying reading 
experience. The narrator and dad present White; neighbors 
are somewhat diverse. Front endpapers provide facts about 
how hurricanes develop. Rear endpapers include a replica of a 
charming note written by 6-year-old Rocco to his parents about 
a fishing trip and a labeled diagram featuring the parts of a dock. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Both informative and emotionally gratifying. (Picture book. 
4-8)

THE GIRL WHO COULD 
FIX ANYTHING
Beatrice Shilling, World War 
II Engineer
Rockliff, Mara
Illus. by Duncan, Daniel
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5362-1252-5  

“Beatrice Shilling wasn’t quite like other children. She pre-
ferred tools to sweets.”

From an early fascination with toys, radios, and motorcy-
cles, Beatrice Shilling was entranced by the idea of how things 
worked, taking apart and reassembling the machines around 
her. Repeating text tied with comical illustrations allows read-
ers to witness how the young White Englishwoman was atypi-
cal for her post–World War I period—few women shared her 
skills and interests, and most men were not ready to accept 
her—while mentions of her mistakes show her resilience and 
how she learned and grew. Supported by a female engineer, she 
found her calling early and was encouraged to attend university 
to sharpen her skills, all the while succeeding at motorcycle 
racing as well as falling in love and marrying. But it was dur-
ing her time at the Royal Aircraft Establishment during WWII 
that she truly shone, finding a solution to a fuel-release problem 
that allowed fighting pilots to maneuver safely. This accessible, 
tongue-in-cheek depiction of Shilling’s life and achievements 
hits all the right notes and shows a woman flourishing in STEM, 
the importance of powering through adversity, ways in which 
science and curiosity can be applied, as well as how women 
have supported each other to learn and succeed. Duncan’s fine-
lined illustrations include characters of color among the largely 
White cast of background characters.

An appealing biography that will inspire young scien-
tists and those who may quietly rebel against the status quo. 
(author’s note, sources) (Picture book/biography. 5-9)

ALLEY & REX
Ross, Joel
Illus. by Miles, Nicole
Atheneum (144 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-9543-2 
Series: Alley & Rex 

A sixth grade troublemaker better 
shape up.

Alex “Alley” Katz tends to get in trou-
ble. It usually isn’t his fault. Most times 

Alley is trying his hardest to be focused and honorable, but the 
problem is most people don’t seem to focus on the things Alley 
focuses on. The last straw presents itself when Alley’s efforts 
to protect a bunch of kindergarteners leads to a bean burrito 
hitting the fan. Now Alley must get an A on his science test or 
be transferred to the robot factory Steggles Academy. Alley’s 
assigned peer mentor is Rex, a fourth grade genius who wears 
a bunny suit to school. There’s friction at first, but the two 
quickly see that a mutually beneficial arrangement can be made 
here: Rex will help Alley stay in school, and Alley will help Rex 
just plain survive school. These two misfits look out for each 
other, and friendship blossoms. The characters are broad and 
brimming with energy—a bit too much to fit into this overlong 
series opener. Alley is a lot, and readers will see him in all his 
glory on every page, so much so that readers may find their 
appreciation waning before the book wraps up. The result is a 
funny start and a sputtering finish. Judging by cover art, Alley 
present White and Rex has brown skin.

A decent start for a new series that has potential once 
some pacing issues are sorted out. (Fiction. 9-12)

OCEAN PLANET
Animals of the Sea and Shore
Rothery, Ben
Illus. by the author
Tilbury House (80 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-88448-916-0  

From plankton to polar bears, an art-
ist’s gallery of animals familiar and exotic.

As in Hidden Planet and Sensational 
Butterflies (both 2021), Rothery supplies generous quantities of 
facts and comments about each of his subjects, but the obses-
sively detailed, photorealistic art easily takes pride of place. 
Aside from a map and one diagram showing oceanic zones, he 
sticks to portraits—each designed for individual examination, 
so not to scale even when a half-dozen or more share an over-
sized double-page spread, and generally placed against mono-
chrome or minimally detailed backdrops. Though on occasion 
sheer technical proficiency gets the upper hand (the deep-sea 
anglerfish, for example, looks dried out, and the dragon moray 
eel is hard to distinguish from the coral behind it because depth 
of field has been sacrificed for visual dazzle), the lifelike poses 

“This accessible, tongue-in-cheek depiction of Shilling’s 
life and achievements hits all the right notes.”

the girl who could fix anything



1 2 4   |   1  a u g u s t  2 0 2 1   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

and angles of view range from dramatic to, in the case of a blue-
footed booby in a mating dance or a contemplative puffin, even 
comical. If his nature notes aren’t systematic or he’s not averse 
to wandering away from oceanic realms to slip in the occasional 
arbitrary-feeling land animal, viewers will still be hard put to 
look away from the pictures—or to miss out on his strong and 
contagious affinity for the creatures he portrays. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Informationally catch as catch can, but the visuals are as 
gorgeous as they come. (index) (Nonfiction. 8-13)

MI CASA IS MY HOME
Sala, Laurenne
Illus. by Hoang, Zara González
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5362-0943-3  

Little Lucía takes readers on a tour of 
the house where she lives with her “big, 

loud, beautiful familia.”
As Lucía moves from space to space, readers meet the many 

family members that live in or visit the house and all the activities 
and interactions they have. She enters through la puerta, from 
which Abuela waves at the neighbors, to la sala, where she makes 
forts out of sofa cushions with her cousins and the cousins of 
her cousins. From there, readers travel through la cocina, where 
on special holidays Abuelo cooks his masterpiece turkey “a la 
española,” and back outside to el patio, where “I turn the music 
muy muy alta para bailar y bailar y bailar.” In el baño, “Abuela 
says, “Sana sana colita de rana!” as she tends to Lucía’s scraped 
knee. Then there’s el cuarto de mis hermanos, where she some-
times sneaks in “when I need un abrazo extra” from her brothers. 
She ends the tour at “mi habitación,” which has a bright sign on 
the door: LUCÍA’S ROOM! This sweet family story will be best 
enjoyed by readers who speak both Spanish and English, as Lucía 
uses Spanglish, seamlessly moving back and forth between the 
two languages. The accompanying illustrations have a charming 
childlike feel that complements Lucía’s cheer and provides visual 
context for readers who don’t speak Spanish. Lucía’s family mem-
bers represents the Latinx community’s racial diversity.

A warm family account that will ring true with many 
Latinx children. (Picture book. 4-6)

ONE SHEEP, TWO SHEEP
Sauer, Tammi
Illus. by Cummings, Troy
abramsappleseed (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-4197-4630-7  

A tired rooster just wants to get to 
sleep…now if only he can count the sheep.

Rooster settles down in bed to count himself to sleep with 
the classic device of counting sheep jumping over fences. He 

gets as far as three, but then Chicken hurdles the fence. “Whoa! 
Whoa! Whoa! A CHICKEN?! / I’m sorry, but this is serious bed-
time business. / I count SHEEP, okay? Just sheep!” A few more 
sheep jump, but then Pig puts in an appearance. Again, Rooster 
tells the farmyard that all he wants to count is sheep. Three 
more sheep hop over, but then Cow (in crown and tutu) leaps 
the fence. “Cock-a-doodle-DO WE NEED TO REVIEW? / 
Counting SHEEP helps me sleep.” Still awake, the rooster gets 
as far as 10 sheep, but then seven chicks “cheep” outside his 
coop. Rooster sternly addresses each animal in turn; each tries 
bleating like a sheep, but he tells them what sound they should 
make. All seems to be in order…but then all the sheep jump into 
the lake with Duck with a “Quack!” The solution? All his non-
ovine friends, dressed as sheep, jump over the fence to lull their 
friend to sleep. Sauer’s bedtime barnyard book will work well 
for a nighttime read, with the caveat that Cummings’ silly car-
toons will incite giggles here and there. The wide-eyed, smiling 
critters and the deadpan humor are a good pairing. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A fine addition to the sleepy sheepy canon. (Picture book. 3-6)

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE 
WAS AND WILL BE SO MUCH 
MORE
Schaible, Johanna
Illus. by the author
Candlewick Studio (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5362-2213-5  

This Swedish import asks children 
to ponder time on a mammoth and ever 

shifting scale. 
The book’s first half, with sweeping, panoramic vistas, peers 

backward, beginning with “billions of years ago” when the 
planet was formed. In the next spread, readers see dinosaurs 
millions of years back, then humans migrating “hundreds of 
thousands of years ago.” The book continues shifting forward 
in huge increments of time until it arrives at “a year ago,” when 
it starts shifting forward by a month, a week, a day, an hour, and 
a minute—zooming in on a particular house and family—until 
it reaches the present moment, in which readers see a shooting 
star and text that reads “Now! Make a wish!” With each page 
turn, the border of clean white space around the illustrations 
grows in size, thereby shrinking the view. The book’s second 
half looks back out and direct questions at readers in a second-
person voice: “Where will you be in the afternoon?” The bor-
ders shrink and the illustrations increase in size as readers are 
asked to ponder their futures, from tomorrow to next month to 
next year and so on. Here, questions asked of readers are invit-
ing and as grand in scale as the vistas they’re paired with: “What 
will you look back on when you’re old?” and “What do you wish 
for the future?” Humans are often depicted at a distance from 
readers but appear to represent a mixture of races. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Ambitious and thought-provoking. (Picture book. 5-10)

“A warm family account that will ring 
true with many Latinx children.”

mi casa is  my home
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ONE SMART SHEEP
Schmidt, Gary D. & Stickney, Elizabeth
Illus. by Manning, Jane
Clarion (80 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-544-88835-7  

Lost in the city, a sheep tries to find 
his way home.

Abigail Atwood and her border collie, 
Tippy, know that Wilson’s the “friendli-

est…woolliest [and] smartest” of the 27 sheep on their hillside 
farm. When Wilson was a tiny lamb, Abigail kept him in a box 
by the woodstove and bottle-fed him. Since joining the flock 
in the pasture, Wilson waits by the gate to greet Abigail and 
Tippy, rubbing his head against Abigail’s knee or touching noses 
with Tippy. “Wilson was special.” One early winter day, Wilson 
pushes open an unlatched pasture gate and heads toward Abi-
gail and Tippy’s warm house, where a delivery truck is parked 
outside. Looking for Tippy, Wilson trots up the truck ramp just 
as the doors shut, trapping him inside. Enduring every bump, 
turn, and noise on his long ride inside the truck, Wilson then 
finds himself alone and disoriented in a crowded, busy city 
when the doors open. Meanwhile, Abigail realizes Wilson has 
vanished and searches everywhere but finds no sign of him. 
Wilson’s smart, but is he smart enough to find his way home 
in the encroaching darkness and snow? The large-print, easy-
reading chapters hold enough action and suspense to keep bud-
ding readers turning pages as the plot alternates among Abigail, 
Tippy, and Wilson. Whimsical, charming full-page watercolor 
illustrations capture highlights of Wilson’s big adventure. 

The delightful, fast-paced saga of a special sheep who uses 
his wits. (Fiction. 8-10)

THE STORY OF YOU
Scott, Lisa Ann
Illus. by Cornelison, Sue
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-63592-311-7  

This picture book frames the actions 
one takes in life as a person’s story and 
encourages readers to write theirs well.

“You’re writing a story / with every-
thing you do. / What’s this story about? / It’s the story of you!” 
So begins this inspirational poem matched with images of 
diverse children doing all sorts of activities and making deci-
sions that add to their stories. Using social examples, like being 
kind and fair or sharing, as well as individual examples like try-
ing something new and exploring, the text places the power 
in the individual’s hands. A turn in tone reminds readers that 
when they face moral dilemmas or feel shy or angry, they are 
still writing their stories. Without telling readers how to pro-
ceed, it highlights those moments of consequential decision-
making. The text and powerful close-up imagery also elevate 

choices to do the brave thing or the right thing when it’s not 
easy—“when you’re scared, but speak up”—as important story-
writing moments. Joyful, innocently smiling children of various 
racial presentations and physical abilities play sports, dance, 
make art, protest, and play in pastel-hued illustrations that 
alternate among vignettes, full-page portraits, and double-page 
scenes. The rhyming stanzas make this an enjoyable read, and 
the unique but simple concept offers a thoughtful way to begin 
ongoing discussions about choices with young people. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A message worth sharing. (Picture book. 3-9)

BRAVO ANJALI!
Sheth, Sheetal
Illus. by Soto, Lucia
Mango and Marigold Press (38 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-73705-501-3  

Anjali is the star of her tabla lessons, 
but not everyone supports her success.

Her friend Deepak, for example, 
makes fun of her and talks about her behind her back. It doesn’t 
help that many people assume that the Indian drumset is just 
for boys. Anjali tries to cope by confronting Deepak—unsuc-
cessfully—and by pretending that she doesn’t know tabla as well 
as she actually does. Caught between her friendship and her 
talent, Anjali is so riddled with frustration that she must leave 
class in the middle of the day to go to the bathroom. While 
there, she meets a fifth grader named Tina who tells Anjali, 

“Never dim your light, girl.” Heeding the older student’s words, 
Anjali decides to embrace her talent and to celebrate her hard 
work, and by the end of the story, Anjali is shining bright. Soto’s 
cheery illustrations depict Anjali’s diverse elementary school 
and her love of music with equal flair. The book’s message, 
which feels aimed at young women of color, is both relevant and 
essential. Laudably, the author does not sugarcoat the conse-
quences of being young, female, South Asian, and unafraid even 
as she gives Anjali strong support in both her parents and tabla 
teacher. At times, the text can be forced or stilted, but overall 
the book is inspiring without being preachy, all while delivering 
an essential message. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Celebrates shining bright even when others want us to 
dim our light. (Picture book. 4-8)
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ATTACK OF THE 
KILLER KOMODOS
Short, Summer Rachel
Simon & Schuster (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5344-6868-9 
Series: A Maggie and Nate Mystery, 2 

After their run-in with zombie fungi 
in The Mutant Mushroom Takeover (2020), 
friends Mags and Nate are back to solve 
another science-gone-wrong mystery. 

While visiting Mags’ park ranger father at Yellowstone 
National Park, the pair uncover a sinister plot involving ani-
mals never before seen in the park. The extraordinary creatures 
are terrifying—but even more alarming is the possibility that 
Mags’ dad might be mixed up in all of it. The stakes get higher 
when a famous cryptid documentary crew shows up and a mas-
sive earthquake separates kids from adults. Encountering more 
earthquakes and incredible wildlife, Mags must use all her sci-
ence knowledge and survival skills to get her loved ones out 
of the park alive. Veering more into adventure than the series 
starter, this story is better appreciated as a sequel. Mags’ first-
person narrative is action-packed with a liberal dash of snarky, 
sometimes gross, humor and dangerous elements that will 
keep readers’ attention even though the madcap plot relies a 
bit too much on coincidence. Nate’s goofy personality and 
budding YouTube career balance Mags’ more serious, science-
loving nature. The author’s note provides insight into the sci-
ence behind the story, and as with the previous entry, there are 
plenty of STEM connections, such as the way Mags uses her 
knowledge of pH as a weapon. The first book cues the main 
characters as White by default; this one includes some diversity 
in supporting characters. 

A humorous, genre-blurring survival story. (Science fiction. 
10-13)

HOOP KINGS 2
New Royalty
Smith Jr., Charles R.
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5362-1035-4  

All-star–caliber poems inspired by 
all-star NBA players.

With varied rhyme schemes, rhyth-
mic structures, and forms wrapped 
around high-energy art, Smith’s newest 

addition to his b-ball–celebrating poetry collections is a solid 
refresher on some of the who’s who of today’s NBA. The poems 
are thoughtful and cleverly representative of the on-court 
production of 12 outstanding players from Anthony Davis to 
Russell Westbrook. In Philadelphia 76ers big man Joel Embiid, 
Smith sees sizable power, which he uses an acrostic poem to 
translate into large text and a bold, clear statement of Embiid’s 

dominance: “Juggernaut / Of / Extreme / Length.” To cele-
brate Kevin Durant’s smooth athleticism, Smith pivots to jazz 
rhythms: “KD B-ball / he ball / all the time. / KD do it all / with 
the ball / all the time.” Striking black-and-white photos from 
a variety of sources are touched up with fluorescent scribbles, 
adding energy. As with any field with as many die-hard fans as 
professional basketball, there is certainly room for debate about 
insulting omissions and questionable inclusions, but with con-
cluding notes provided in the endmatter, readers get transpar-
ent and instructional insight into both poetics and athleticism.

A singular basketball obsessive’s voice in richly creative 
verse. (Picture book/poetry. 8-12)

THE CREATURE OF HABIT
Smith, Jennifer E. 
Illus. by Espinosa, Leo
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-17305-3  

Can a creature of habit change his 
ways?

The eponymous creature, who lives a 
solitary life on the island of Habit, is a big, unspecified, anthro-
pomorphic being. With his pink nose, buck teeth, and two 
feathery ears, he looks more like a white rabbit than an old dog, 
but he is decidedly averse to learning new tricks. Opening pages 
establish how he happily sticks to a very strict daily regimen 
of foods (three pineapples and two bananas, twice a day) and 
activities (greeting fish, trees, rocks, and a crab, and collecting 
shells). Then a new, small creature arrives by boat and shakes 
things up a bit. At first, the small creature, who looks like a blue 
fuzzball with pipestem limbs and green spectacles, tries out the 
creature of Habit’s routine, but by the second day, he is eating 
new foods, exploring new places, and spontaneously pursuing 
his heart’s content. The big creature is overwhelmed by the 
small one’s antics, and a climactic spread shows him in a close-
up, waving his short arms in the air with text that exclaims, “IT 
WAS ABSOLUTE MADNESS!” After this comical outburst, 
the big creature starts to follow the small one around and is 
both charmed and persuaded to try a few new things himself. 
The rewards for this flexibility are manifold, with companion-
ship being the most important. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sure to support little ones’ reading habits. (Picture book. 3-6)
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BLACK PANTHER
Spellbound
Smith, Ronald L.
Marvel Press (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-368-07124-6 
Series: Young Prince, 2 

Wakandan prince T’Challa, with the 
help of his friends, uncovers mysteries 
and faces new foes.

T’Challa, the 13-year-old prince of 
Wakanda, continues his adventures in America in this second 
entry in the Young Prince series. This time he is visiting Ala-
bama with his Chicago friends, Sheila and Zeke. Staying with 
Sheila’s grandmother Miss Rose, the three are excited about 
all the fun activities they will partake in over the summer. But 
their revelry quickly gets interrupted thanks to a strange figure 
T’Challa encounters on multiple occasions, an acrobat called 
the Amazing Bob. Immediately, T’Challa gets a strange feel-
ing about Bob, sensing that things are not what they seem with 
him. It turns out that the prince’s instincts are correct, as Bob 
is really Achebe, a politician with seemingly irresistible charm 
who has been wielding his power to influence the townspeople. 
Achebe has devious plans that require T’Challa’s unwitting par-
ticipation and a spell book called the Book of Sins. It’s up to the 
young Wakandan and his friends to figure out and foil his plot 
before it’s too late and an irreversible price is paid. Smith deliv-
ers an action-filled story of friendship, youthful curiosity, and 
exploration that centers Black kids and is layered with anec-
dotes and storylines that highlight themes of social justice and 
power. 

Superhero fans will be satisfied by this latest installment. 
(Fantasy. 8-13)

ADRIFT
Stemple, Heidi E.Y.
Illus. by Suvorova, Anastasia
Crocodile/Interlink (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-62371-909-8  

A little mouse alone at sea endures a 
storm. 

Little Mouse is sailing in a tiny boat on the sea. Inexplica-
bly, he also carries a green houseplant with him, prominently 
illustrated but not mentioned in the text. The sea is rough and 
churns “vast, / and angry.” Little Mouse tries to put up his sail, 
but the wind is too strong; tries to drop his anchor, but the 
ocean is too deep. At this point, readers may wonder how the 
tiny mouse got out to the deep, vast sea with no sail up and 
why he brought the plant. Yes, this story is a metaphor (piled 
on quite thick), but some accurate sailing details and believable 
backstory would not have injured its delivery. Little Mouse is 
frightened, and to the single star in the sky, he says, “Please.” 
Sure enough, the next day, Mouse spies another little boat, then 

other boats. Night falls, then day breaks again. The boats are 
not “together but they weren’t alone”—rather like a Zoom 
meeting. Then the storm is over, everyone goes to land (Little 
Mouse leaves his houseplant on the boat), and it’s “time to be 
together.” The story’s earnest narrative unfortunately lacks 
nuance and originality and takes too many liberties with its sail-
ing theme. The illustrations, all double-page spreads, show, for 
the most part, a straight-on perspective that, with the matte 
quality of the medium, manages to feel chalky and also rather 
flat. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Earnest, but unoriginal and lackluster. (Picture book. 3-6)

CATASTROPHE!
A Story of Patterns
Stephens, Ann Marie
Illus. by Harney, Jenn
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-63592-321-6  

Will learning patterns help these felines fish?
A bevy of kitties sets out to catch some dinner. They line up 

on the dock. Captain Cat checks their boots: good; and their 
poles: good…but they are lined up with no regard for life-jacket 
color, and their lines have become tangled. It’s a “CATastrophe!” 
Their leader says they need some order, a pattern. First they 
identify their pattern core, noting that jackets are either orange 
or green. When they line up orange, green, orange, green—no 
more tangled lines. (Anglers may question this phenomenon.) 
Captain Cat calls out the pattern for rowing in the canoe, but 
the kitties get it wrong and they spin in circles. When they 
all repeat the pattern core, things move smoothly. The swish-
ing of tails nearly tips the canoe as they wait for a tug on their 
lines, but another pattern settles things. All the patterning is 
for naught when two small, wily fish tie the lines to a giant fish, 
and all the cats end up in the drink. They troop back to camp 
sodden, but a warm fire and a snack soon have them purring in 
a pattern as they snooze tucked up in their sleeping bags. Ste-
phens deftly incorporates the concepts of patterns and pattern 
cores into her simple tale and includes an enjoyable explanatory 
page at the close as well as integrated seek-and-find challenges. 
Harney’s bright, energy-filled cartoons are a great match and 
maintain a fine balance of cute, color, comedy…and cats. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Playfulness makes repeated reads a must for fans of cats or 
calculation. (Picture book. 3-7)

“Smith delivers an action-filled story of friendship, 
youthful curiosity, and exploration.”

black panther
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ONCE UPON A TIDE
A Mermaid’s Tale
Strohm, Stephanie Kate
Disney-Hyperion (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-368-05443-0  

This little mermaid has some out-
sized ambitions that are tempered with 
reality, ocean style.

Lana, a 14-year-old half-mermaid, 
half-human princess, is unexpectedly 

appointed by her father, King Carrack of Clarion, to be an 
ambassador of his underwater kingdom. Lana is required to 
attend the Royal Festival, an important political gathering that 
takes place on the land above her ocean home. Her younger 
brother, Aarav, is delighted she is attending, and together, they 
make the transition to land. This involves growing legs—some-
thing that happens easily and instantly due to their human 
heritage—and reconnecting with their mother, Princess Hya-
cinth, with whom Lana has a distant, difficult relationship. This 
is further complicated by the appearance of her mother’s new 
boyfriend, King Petyr. The plot thickens when Lana’s new sta-
tus as ambassador is denied, seemingly by her mother. Once 
she’s been on land for 10 days, Lana discovers her disturbing 
ability to read other people’s minds. A natural disaster in her 
underwater home challenges Lana’s natural leadership talents, 
and she heads back to the ocean underworld, but, increasingly 
aware of her political influence, Lana returns to her grandpar-
ents’ earthly palace, determined to reconcile with her mother 
and Petyr. The story reinforces the idea that you really can learn 
from your mother, however impossible that may seem—and, 
awkwardness aside, mind-reading can be fun. Main characters 
default to White; Lana has twin friends with Japanese names.

A lighthearted adventure. (Fiction. 10-14)

WEREWOLF? THERE WOLF!
Sullivan, Kyle
Illus. by Hunt, Meg 
Hazy Dell Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-948931-27-4  

A modern “Little Red Riding Hood” 
with a twist.

Distracted by the device in her hand, Little Red heads 
down the dangerous fork to her grandmother’s home. She wan-
ders into the Wolf-Filled Woods, where wolves—of every “type, 
shape, and size”—hungrily lurk along the path. Eyes still glued 
to her smartphone, Red doesn’t see a single one. That is, until 
the “biggest and baddest” wolf emerges from behind a tree. Red 
throws her phone. She trembles, shivers, and even plays dead 
until she gets the “bright, helpful thought” to stand up to the 
wolf instead. She warns the wolf of a nearby werewolf that will 
gobble him up. The wolf is skeptical, but he asks Red whether 
each wolf in the forest—from square (-shaped) wolf to barely 

there wolf—is the loup garou in question. Soon, the full moon 
is in sight and—surprise!—Red transforms into the werewolf. 
Hunt’s colorful, eye-catching cartoon illustrations are filled 
with whimsical background details. The staging and facial 
expressions give the proceedings an animated-movie feel. Sulli-
van’s clever concept effectively flips the script on the classic tale. 
While the memorable twist itself is up to par with the one in 
Mo Willems’ That Is Not a Good Idea (2013), the preachy ending 
and often forced rhyming couplets cheapen the fun of this oth-
erwise vibrant tale. Red and her grandmother have light-brown 
skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Good concept and visuals but not totally worth howling 
about. (Picture book. 5-8)

MY LOVE FOR YOU 
IS ALWAYS 
Sze, Gillian
Illus. by Lee, Michelle
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593-20307-1  

Food isn’t just made with love, it is love.
A youngster asks, “Mama, do you love me?” The softly tex-

tured cartoons rendered in sweet, bright colors portray the 
mother, who shares her offspring’s pale skin and straight, black 
hair, bringing in groceries as she answers, “Yes, my child, of 
course I do.” The child’s curiosity is not satisfied, and the ques-
tions extend from the existential “But what is love, Mama?” to 
the sensory “What would it feel like?” Inspired by the ingredi-
ents laid before her, Mama attempts to translate the abstract 
to the tangible as she prepares a traditional Chinese meal. “My 
love for you feels warm. Like tea in my tummy.” Here the child 
is portrayed enveloped in the curly steam from the teacup. 
The deceptively simple narrative continues through the five 
senses, encompassing “What does it smell like?” and “Does it 
make a sound?” As Mama explores each metaphor, she men-
tions flavors and dishes ubiquitous to Asian kitchens such as 
persimmons, star anise, and steamed sticky rice. Each passage 
is accompanied by delectable scenes of food preparation that 
fade out to majestic fields of rice, a stand of bamboo, a swirl-
ing dragon. As the preparations culminate in a feast, Mama’s 
expression of love for her child achieves the infinite. This per-
fect marriage of illustrations and lyrical writing celebrates the 
affection that’s expressed through a lovingly cooked meal. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.) 

This lovefest is a feast for all the senses. (Picture book. 4-6)

“A perfect marriage of illustrations and lyrical writing.”
my love for you is  always
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A WALK IN THE WORDS
Talbott, Hudson
Illus. by the author
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-399-54871-0  

A slow reader gains confidence.
Strongly influenced by Talbott’s own 

childhood reading journey, a young tot 
with a mop of brown hair and pale skin loves art, but reading 
doesn’t come as naturally. Crayons and colored pencils create 
imaginative worlds, but the words on a page crowd together, 
forming an impenetrable wall, with the youngster barely able to 
peer over. The rest of the class seemingly soars ahead, turning 
page after page, but the books (in the protagonist’s mind) give 
chase, flying menacingly like a scene from Hitchcock: “And they 
were coming for me! / So many words! So many pages!” Talbott 
expertly captures the claustrophobic crush of unknown vocab-
ulary, first as a downpour of squiggles from the sky, then as a 
gnarled, dark forest with words lining the branches. But read-
ing slowly doesn’t mean not reading at all. The youngster learns 
to search for familiar words, using them as steppingstones. And 
there are advantages: “Slow readers savor the story!” There is 
even a “Slow Readers Hall of Fame” included, featuring Albert 
Einstein, Sojourner Truth, and many others. Talbott excels at 
evincing concepts visually, and this talent is in evidence here as 
his protagonist first struggles then gains mastery, surfing confi-
dently down a wave of words. Patience and curiosity (along with 
some fierce determination) can unlock incredible stories. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A striking visual representation of how the label “bad 
reader” can feel. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

PIGSKINS TO PAINTBRUSHES
The Story of Football-Playing 
Artist Ernie Barnes
Tate, Don
Illus. by the author
Abrams (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-4197-4943-8  

Ernest “Ernie” Barnes was teased for 
his love for art and indifference to sports; despite this, Ernie 
found a way to satisfy his love of art and stop the teasing.

This biography begins with Barnes’ early life in segregated 
Durham, North Carolina, where he was singled out by class-
mates for his lack of athletic ability. In junior high, Barnes 
joined his school’s football team but later quit. In high school, 
coaches recruited Barnes due to his size, and after taking up 
weight training, he became a powerhouse player. His incred-
ible talent on the field led to college scholarships and, even-
tually, spots on several pro teams. At the end of his athletic 
career, Barnes decided to return to art full time and held his 
first art show while employed as an artist for the New York Jets. 

Barnes’ paintings were featured in art shows across the country 
and appeared on the TV show Good Times, a show Barnes also 
appeared on and that young Tate watched regularly. Via quota-
tions, Tate weaves Barnes’ own voice into his smoothly told nar-
rative, to great effect. Tate’s illustrations are a bit of a departure 
from his characteristic style, using matte surfaces and collage to 
evoke Barnes’ times. A scene of Barnes in uniform, sketching on 
the sidelines, says it all. A conversational afterword and author’s 
note flesh out Barnes’ life and describe Tate’s process. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Will inspire young readers to stay true to themselves. 
(source notes, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 5-8)

WHEN I SEE RED
Teckentrup, Britta
Illus. by the author
Prestel (40 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-3-7913-7494-9  

From Germany, a story about feeling 
the emotions of anger and rage. 

While there is no gender given for 
the narrator, the illustrations show a pale-skinned child in a 
dress, and readers may assume that, since females are often dis-
couraged from showing anger, this book is particularly directed 
at girls. Paired with evocative, somewhat abstract illustrations 
that evoke the feelings the narrative exhorts, the child describes 
being “blinded by fury / …furiously mad.” A little later, “howling 
/ roaring / whistling / … / gushing / pouring / twisting,” the child 
declares, “Rage unleashes a power I cannot ignore.” The words 
themselves tumble down the page in large type, and their place-
ment and size, as well as their meaning, are effective at generat-
ing the spirit of rage and anger. The transition from the child’s 
red anger and rage to letting it go is, fabulously, depicted first 
as crashing waves and then as a panther the child rides astride. 
The ever smaller type used reiterates this new calm alongside 
puffy clouds in a blue sky. But while acknowledging that wom-
en’s anger is important and vital, this book’s treatment may 
go over the top. Rage is not the same as anger, since it lacks 
anger’s control, and a story that validates rage may be validating 
destructive and self-destructive behavior. That said, the illus-
trations and the narrative do an outstanding job of delivering 
their message. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A superbly designed book that validates anger and its 
extreme sibling, rage. (Picture book. 5-9)
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EGG MARKS THE SPOT 
Timberlake, Amy
Illus. by Klassen, Jon
Algonquin (160 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-64375-006-4 
Series: Skunk and Badger, 2 

Odd-couple pals Skunk and Badger 
return.

When a former neighbor threatens to 
resume his weekly theft of Skunk’s New Yak Times Book Review, 
Skunk convinces Badger to undertake a rock-finding expedi-
tion in order to assuage the pain of a Book Review–less Sunday. 

“You cannot leave a hole at the beginning of your Wall of Rocks,” 
observes Skunk. Indeed, Badger’s Wall of Rocks—organized 
alphabetically—does not have the letter A rock. Blame it on 
Badger’s treasure-hunting cousin, Fisher, who stole Badger’s 
Spider Eye Agate long ago. The trip begins well enough: a walk 
alongside Endless Lake and into the woods where a waterfall fits 
the bill for Important Rock Work. “X MARKS THE SPOT!” 
yells Skunk. Then Fisher shows up, mocking Badger’s Impor-
tant Rock Scientist research. When Skunk and Badger learn of 
a cave with a dinosaur egg embedded in a wall of amber, the duo 
must thwart Fisher’s attempts to steal the egg from its chicken 
protectors. Leaning heavily on its delightfully whimsical quali-
ties, Book 2 of Timberlake and Klassen’s endearing series also 
boasts a whole lot of heart, perhaps even more so than its pre-
decessor. Even as its often fantastical premise careens over the 
edge (and thrillingly so), the series’ titular duo keep it grounded 
thanks to Timberlake’s clear admiration for these characters 
and their quirks. Klassen’s artwork, meanwhile, continues to 
awe with its wistfulness.

As wonderful as Important Rock Work. (Fantasy. 8-12)

SEA LIONS IN THE 
PARKING LOT
Animals on the Move in a 
Time of Pandemic
Todaro, Lenora
Illus. by Siems, Annika
Maria Russo/Minedition (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-66265-049-9  

When Covid-19 kept humans home, animal behaviors 
changed.

The author of the “Sidewalk Naturalist” column for the 
digital magazine Catapult offers a dozen examples of changes 
observed in animal behavior around the world in 2020. Kanga-
roos ventured onto city streets in Australia; sika deer clattered 
down subway steps in Japan; sea lions sunned themselves at a 
resort in Argentina; lions napped on roads where safari jeeps 
usually take tourists. Urban animals like coyotes and wild boars 
became bolder; pandas in zoos mated and gave birth. Clean 
waters allowed Venetians to see undersea creatures. Far more 

spring peepers than usual survived road crossings in the east-
ern United States; more flamingos nested in Indian wetlands; 
and more hatchling turtles made their way from beaches to the 
ocean. In one case, Todaro highlights changed human behavior: 
To avoid infecting mountain gorillas, rangers used face masks 
and hand sanitizers. Each example receives two spreads, with a 
short, illustrated story followed by an appealing, gently humor-
ous double-page illustration. These interesting, explanatory 
stories always include a word for the species as a group. They’re 
appropriate for reading aloud to a young audience, though the 
places and even the species may require some adult introduc-
tion. There’s extensive backmatter for older readers, including 
the idea of the “anthropause,” a note on habitats, and sugges-
tions for actions to help create more safe spaces for wildlife.

Curiously miscellaneous but likely to appeal to animal lov-
ers. (further resources) (Informational picture book. 5-9)

NINA 
A Story of Nina Simone
Todd, Traci N.
Illus. by Robinson, Christian
Putnam (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5247-3728-3  

This biography of African American 
icon Nina Simone follows the develop-

ment of her early musical talent to her popularity as a musician 
during the civil rights movement.

Born in North Carolina in 1933, Eunice Kathleen Waymon 
“sang before she could talk and found rhythm before she could 
walk.” Her mama, a minister, sang only church songs, and her 
daddy played the upright piano, teaching Eunice to play jazz 
when Mama was out. From the age of 3, Eunice played music 
at church while Mama preached. Eunice’s gift was undeniable, 
and the White woman Mama cleaned for during the week 
helped arrange music lessons, where Eunice learned classi-
cal piano, falling in love with Bach’s music. After high school, 
Eunice went to New York City to attend the Juilliard School 
of Music. But when she auditioned for a transfer to the Curtis 
Institute of Music in Philadelphia, she was not accepted, and 
she felt her dream of being a musician slipping away. When 
she took jobs in nightclubs, she performed as Nina Simone to 
keep her mother from discovering her secret. The narrative 
includes details of the love and support of family and commu-
nity that gave Nina her early start, the disappointments and 
humiliations she suffered because of racism, and the deter-
mination and sheer love of music and of her people that car-
ried her to success despite the setbacks. Todd’s musical prose 
allows readers into Nina’s perspective, and Robinson’s scenes 
and portraits absolutely sing with energy, keeping pace per-
fectly with the text as it expands beyond typical picture-book 
length. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Do not miss this complex story of an American legend. 
(note) (Picture book/biography. 4-10)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  a u g u s t  2 0 2 1   |   1 3 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

THE FLY
Trondheim, Lewis
Illus. by the author
Papercutz (112 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5458-0708-8  

A French cartoonist chronicles ups 
and downs in the life of a fly with clown 
shoes.

The shoes are only the beginning, 
as the fly, hatching from a tiny egg (and 

skipping the larval stage) also sports outsized teeth and a fixed 
look of wide-eyed, goofy enthusiasm that makes its subsequent 
adventures all the more comical. In profuse arrays of small, word-
less, cinematic panels, nine to a page and all in black and white, 
Trondheim zeroes in on a kitchen garbage can from which the 
eager insect, after a false start or two, buzzes off for encounters 
happy or otherwise with: a window, a decidedly unfriendly spi-
der, a pepper shaker, a cat box, and other joys and hazards of the 
inside world. Events then take a surreal (not to say cosmic) turn, 
as the fly grows in spurts to monster size, terrifies a city, flits 
into intergalactic space—and suddenly finds itself back in the 
kitchen, fly-sized again and primed for further misadventures. 
If the last few pages hurtle past like sketchy afterthoughts, this 
introduction to an insect innocent—who has been entertaining 
audiences overseas and online since 1995 both in comics form 
and in a long series of short films—will beguile young readers 
on this side of the Atlantic as well. 

Worthy of buzz. (Graphic fiction. 5-10)

A MAN CALLED HORSE
John Horse and the Black 
Seminole Underground 
Railroad
Turner, Glennette Tilley
Abrams (112 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-4197-4933-9  

Discover the life of Juan Cavallo, also 
known as John Horse. 

John Horse was a Black Seminole 
born in 1812. His father was Seminole, and his mother was of 
Native American and African descent. This book follows the 
forced nomadic movements of the group as, led by John Horse, 
they made their way from the Southeastern U.S. to Mexico. 
Each chapter follows their journey to a new, hopefully safer land 
only for them to be disappointed again. One of the best-known 
facts about the Seminole Nation is how they helped with the 
Underground Railroad and saw themselves as protectors for 
runaway slaves, confronting the former White enslavers and 
claiming to be the runaways’ new masters. Aided by archival 
illustrations, Turner’s straightforward account contextualizes 
that and other facts, informing readers that the Black Seminole 
lived as free people, apart from paying a share of their harvest 

for protection against these incidents. The book is written in an 
easy-to-digest manner; although it does not go into great detail, 
it is an excellent introduction to the history of the Seminole, 
who went from prisoners and slaves in the U.S. to being seen 
as valuable for their skills at the U.S.–Mexico border. Turner 
traces the ebbs and flows of politics, from Gen. Thomas Sidney 
Jesup’s policy of containment that ended the Second Seminole 
War to U.S. Attorney General John Y. Mason’s cancellation of 
that scant protection. 

A worthy celebration of a life too little known. (timeline, 
author’s note, source notes, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

A TOUCH OF RUCKUS
Van Otterloo, Ash
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-338-70203-3  

A touch of magic helps a girl under-
stand her family’s past and improve their 
future.

When 12-year-old Tennessee Lan-
caster goes to stay in the country for a 
month with Mimsy, her maternal grand-

mother, she’s making yet another attempt to hold her family 
together. Their finances are strained to the point where they’ve 
just moved into a two-bedroom apartment in Athens, Georgia, 
that won’t hold their family of six, but her mom’s relationship 
with Mimsy is tense, and Tennie fears a return of her mother’s 
depression. Tennie resents her role as peacemaker but is too anx-
ious to let it go. Adding to her burden, whenever Tennie touches 
something, she risks feeling whatever past emotions are embed-
ded in the item. A budding new friendship in Howler’s Hollow 
with Fox Sanchez-Griffin, who is nonbinary, helps ease her 
worries over the realization that Mimsy is struggling financially 
and emotionally too and her misgivings about Mimsy’s rich city-
slicker beau. But Fox can sense ghosts and has secrets of their 
own. Van Otterloo’s narration gets a bit too folksy sometimes, 
with similes jammed in like Walmart on Black Friday, but they 
do well at unfolding the narrative over time. The things Tennie 
learns through magic lead to a nonmagical and healthy solution 
to her family’s problems. Tennie and her family are White; Fox 
is cued as having Latinx ancestry, and there is diversity among 
secondary characters. 

Heads in unexpected directions and ends satisfyingly. (Fic-
tion. 8-12)

“A worthy celebration of a life too little known.”
a man called horse
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CREEPY CAFETORIUM
Ed. by Venable, Colleen A.F.
Illus. by Jung, Anna-Maria
Andrews McMeel Publishing (240 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5248-6880-2 
Series: Creepy Cafetorium, 1 

Weird is the norm in this school.
Gray-haired custodian Gertie guides 

readers through the cafetorium of 
Newville Elementary (home of the Fly-

ing Pickles!). A cafetorium can be anything you need it to be—a 
cafeteria, an auditorium, a gym, or maybe even an interdimen-
sional portal. No matter what, though, odd, downright eerie 
stuff happens there—and also sometimes things that are just 
superannoying. Even the staff are weird; one never stops talking, 
and the other never says anything (some people believe they’re 
a robot). Six tales by different authors comprise this animated 
collection, each featuring a different protagonist but connected 
through recurring characters. The stories include a doppelgän-
ger made of Jell-O, an earworm that continually plays in every-
one’s heads, a sinister balloon in search of hot air, a basketball 
that won’t bounce, a book full of excuses (that come with a 
price), and a spotlight that focuses on the one person who most 
wants to avoid it. While the characters may be rolling their eyes 
or quaking in nervous fear, readers are more likely to have fits 
of giggles. A few loose ends are not resolved but add to the gen-
eral atmosphere. Jung’s fun and kooky full-color illustrations 
add to the Saturday-morning–cartoon feel of the collection and 
include visual jokes for readers to enjoy. The illustrations depict 
characters with a range of skin tones.

Fun, not-too-scary school-themed spooks. (cast of charac-
ters, recipe) (Fiction. 7-10)

I’LL KEEP YOU CLOSE 
Verstegen, Jeska
Trans. by Nagelkerke, Bill
Levine Querido (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64614-111-1  

Discovering your family’s mysterious 
past can be eye-opening.

Not to mention disorienting. Eleven-
year-old Jeska, known as Jesje, lives in 
the Netherlands and is familiar with her 

mother’s unexplained anger, dark moods, emotionally triggered 
responses, frequent playing of Mozart, and admonitions to be 
invisible and that “no one can be trusted.” She notices that 
their household is somber in atmosphere compared with that 
of her best friend, Lienke, and seeks solace with a cat she names 
Moz (short for Mozart). When her mother’s mother, Bomma, 
becomes confused in the nursing home she lives in since leav-
ing Antwerp, Jesje investigates and learns painful details of the 
past. Bomma mistakes Jesje for her niece, Hesje, a beloved 

companion of Jesje’s mother, who was “transported” at a tender 
age to a concentration camp. Debut author Vestergen tells this 
true story of her family’s previously unrevealed identity and his-
tory. She is a descendant of Emanuel Querido, a Dutch publisher 
of an earlier generation (and inspiration for this book’s U.S. pub-
lisher). Setting this book apart from other Holocaust survivor 
stories are the language and imagery, a family story that focuses 
on very young children, the Dutch setting, and the attempts of 
a sensitive young person to understand mystifying adult behav-
ior and PTSD—in its specificity, it finds the universal. 

Multigenerational trauma artfully revealed from a child’s 
point of view. (afterword, photograph) (Historical fiction. 8-12)

THANKFUL
Vickers, Elaine
Illus. by Cotterill, Samantha
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-7734-6  

A child enumerates all the things to 
be thankful for throughout the year.

At the beginning of each year, a child 
starts making a “thankful chain” to last through December, 
writing on each paper link something to give thanks for. As the 
child moves through the daily routines, there are many things 
to be thankful for, both at home and out and about. Though 
the sentiment is worthy, the text feels more adult-driven than 
childlike. It is hard to imagine a young child expressing thanks 
for “love and dreams, night and morning. For a moon and sun 
that always come back” or saying, “I am thankful for a heart that 
beats, and every breath, in and out.” Nevertheless, the book 
could be used as a springboard to help children notice, appre-
ciate, and enjoy the small gifts of life. The illustrations for the 
book are hand-built 3-D dioramalike sets, made from paper and 
cardboard, that are quite remarkable. Charming, engaging, and 
chock-full of little details, they will transfix readers. The fam-
ily—mother, father, infant sibling, and the narrator—appears to 
be an interracial one. Mother and children have dark hair and 
olive skin; the father present White. They and other characters 
are represented as paper cutouts, drawn with lively lines and 
colored, then collaged into the scenes. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A visual delight, best used to motivate appreciation of the 
world around us. (Picture book. 4-8)

“Multigenerational trauma artfully revealed.”
i ’ll keep you close
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TIA LUGO SPEAKS NO EVIL
Vigilante, Danette
Jolly Fish Press (208 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-63163-575-5  

A girl witnesses a terrible crime in 
this upper–middle-grade thriller.

Thirteen-year-old Tia Lugo is ready 
for the summer and to go on a much-
anticipated stay at sleepaway camp trip. 
But on the eve of her departure Tia 

wakes up with an asthma attack and, when reaching for her 
inhaler, becomes the only eyewitness to a murder just outside 
her window—and the killer looks right back at her. Terrified 
for her life since the killer knows where she lives, Tia keeps it 
all a secret bottled inside. As the guilt over her silence and the 
fear eat at her, Tia finds support in her best friend, Julius, and 
in her loving grandmother’s weird and embarrassing mystical 
beliefs. A trip to the eerie botanica where Gram shops for her 
curandera supplies gives Tia much-needed relief, but threaten-
ing text messages from the killer show her the danger she is 
really in. The novel weaves together a lot of different threads 
in a short span of time in addition to Tia’s terrifying ordeal and 
mounting fear of the killer. Apart from one unconvincing sub-
plot when another boy shows an interest in Tia with unexpected 
consequences, the story is peppered with enriching, thought-
ful touches like Tia’s father’s difficult relationship with Gram’s 
beliefs, Tia’s romantic interest in Julius, and a range of complex 
neighborhood dynamics with other kids. Tia and her family are 
Puerto Rican, and Julius has brown skin. 

A slightly uneven but overall convincing thriller. (Thriller. 
10-14)

DREAM STREET 
Walker, Tricia Elam
Illus. by Holmes, Ekua
Anne Schwartz/Random (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-525-58110-9
978-0-525-58111-6 PLB  

In an already-special neighborhood, 
a very special street ensures that a com-
munity is able to thrive.

Dream Street is an appropriately named space for Black 
kids to play and grow with the nourishment and support of their 
elders. From the chalk drawings and hopscotch boards to the 
garden behind Dessa Rae’s house or Ede’s treasure trove at the 
top of the hill, the neighborhood very much teems with life and 
the aspirations of these young people. Holmes’ brilliantly hued 
collage work and Walker’s detailed genealogy of the street show 
how Ms. Sarah the Hat Lady, the dapper retiree Mr. Sidney, Ms. 
Barbara the friendly librarian, and several other adults have all 
paved the way for Dream Street to be an avenue of communal 
enrichment and thoughtful preparation for everything that 

awaits these kids. The book is more a collection of character 
studies than a story, and each double-page spread is devoted to 
one person or, sometimes, a group. Walker’s text sits opposite 
Holmes’ portraits, which occupy as much space as they need. 
The five Phillips boys, all named for jazz musicians, stand close 
together for a single-page vertical composition in their Sunday 
suits; Dessa Rae’s portrait extends across the gutter, allowing 
her to stretch out in a chaise longue with grandbaby Little Song 
pillowed on her chest. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Dreams for Black children manifest in striking art as the 
very idea of street is reimagined. (author & illustrator’s note) 
(Picture book. 4-10)

HOUSTON, IS THERE 
A PROBLEM?
Walters, Eric
Orca (256 pp.) 
$10.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-4598-2873-5 
Series: Teen Astronauts, 1 

Enrollment in a summer space camp 
propels an orphaned teenager into a loft-
ier orbit.

Landing amid a crowd of similarly 
high-octane brainiacs—two in particular, Ashley Ling and Teal 
St. Jermaine, sporting the same brash, abrasive self-assurance 
he possesses—13-year-old Houston Williams finds himself hav-
ing to stretch for the first time to beat everyone else out. But 
the camp, it turns out after a round of competitive clashes, is 
only an audition for real and even more competitive astronaut 
training as part of a secret NASA program. During that training, 
which includes rides on the Vomit Comet and other tests actual 
astronauts experience, the three teens set aside their rivalry to 
prove themselves as smart (and at least as tough) as any of the 
adult trainees and teachers. Rather than play his scenario for 
suspense, laughs, or even informational content, Walters not 
only rarely lets his protagonists show even a flash of individu-
ality, but marches them through a series of incidents methodi-
cally designed to highlight the exercise and importance of team 
leadership, teamwork, and team loyalty. This insistent messag-
ing unfortunately ends up dominating. Most characters read as 
White by default; Ashley is described as generically Asian.

A fizzle, driven more by agenda than adrenalin. (Science fic-
tion. 11-13)
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JUST YOU AND ME
Remarkable Relationships in 
the Wild
Ward, Jennifer
Illus. by Vidal, Alexander
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-6098-0  

Nature’s symbiotic relationships are outlined in a poetic 
text featuring some unlikely animal and plant partnerships.

As an introduction, an adult and child (the former White, 
the latter with olive skin and black hair) plant a garden together. 

“Just you and me. / Just me and you. / We’re perfect pairs! / Here’s 
what we do….” An explanation of the term symbiosis is then pro-
vided, which leads into the various natural collaborations pre-
sented. Interestingly, the majority of the natural partnerships 
are those casual readers might consider improbable on the face 
of it. A Nile crocodile hosts an Egyptian plover (also known as 
the crocodile bird) in its mouth to help clean its teeth of food 
scraps, which become the bird’s meal. Zebras and ostriches 
herd together and rely on one another’s senses to warn of dan-
ger. More-well-known and perhaps obvious duos are included, 
such as the bee helping the flower spread its pollen or a sloth 
relying on the green algae that grows on its back to camouflage 
itself against predators within the greenery of the trees. Each 
team is allotted a double-page spread and introduced with a 
rhyming verse: “I wear your green among the trees. / You hide 
me well so no one sees / a hanging sloth that moves quite slow, / 
as predators lurk far below.” This is followed by a detailed expla-
nation in a smaller font: “Algae make their home on sloth fur, 
turning it green in the process.” The crisp, unambiguous art-
work reinforces the learning and understanding of these incred-
ible partnerships that thrive in the natural world. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A fascinating view of interdependency. (sources) (Informa-
tional picture book. 5-10)

BOO STEW
Washington, Donna
Illus. by Ebbeler, Jeffrey
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-1-68263-221-5  

Will Curly Locks find anyone who 
appreciates her cooking? 

Unlike most residents of Toadsuck, Curly Locks doesn’t 
mind the Scares, shadowlike creatures who inhabit the swamp. 
They keep to themselves, other than their “hootin’ and hol-
lerin’,” which can annoy folks at night. Curly Locks only cares 
about cooking. But for some reason, people aren’t interested in 
her batwing brownies, cat-hair cupcakes, or toad-eye toffees. 
One day, the mayor is enjoying his breakfast when a little Scare 
plants itself in the middle of his plate. The mayor flees, and a 
succession of townspeople comes to help only to be chased 

off by even bigger Scares. When Curly Locks hears of the ker-
fuffle, she wonders if anyone has tried cooking for the Scares. 
She saunters up to the mayor’s house with her possum grease 
and toadstools and heads to the kitchen. With a promise of her 
famous Boo Stew and a calm demeanor, she gets the Scares to 
clean up their mess before sitting down for a meal, striking a 
historic deal with them that benefits the whole town and gives 
her someone to cook for. Curly Locks is a plucky Black girl 
among a multiracial cast of characters whose country accents 
enhance the story’s setting. The inky, blotchy Scares are pretty 
scary, and Curly Locks’ food is stomach-turning, hilarious for 
lovers of gross humor. 

This fairy-tale–style story is a standout pleaser for the 
right crowd, with a year-round shelf life. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE FAITH OF 
ELIJAH CUMMINGS 
The North Star of Equal 
Justice
Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by Freeman, Laura
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-30650-5
978-0-593-30651-2 PLB  

Though he was told that he would never be able to read and 
write well, Elijah Cummings defied his naysayers to become an 
honored figure in American politics and an especial champion 
for children and education.

In this picture-book biography, readers learn that Eli-
jah Cummings was one of seven children born to his parents, 
Ruth and Robert Cummings. The Cummings left the racist 
South and settled in Baltimore, Maryland, where Cummings 
would spend the rest of his life. The book follows Cummings 
from his childhood, when he first realized he wanted to study 
and practice law, through his acceptance and graduation from 
Howard University and his political career in Maryland and as a 
congressman, to his death. Readers come away with many facts 
about and direct quotes from Cummings, but more importantly 
they will also glean why so many loved him. Weatherford and 
Freeman paint a tender picture of the leader that shows his 
sensitivity and concern for others, rooted in his religion, that 
spanned his entire life. The book opens with a speech written 
by Nancy Pelosi, and the backmatter includes an excerpt of a 
statement from the Congressional Black Caucus. There’s also 
a timeline of Cummings’ life, a bibliography, and the sources of 
the direct quotes made by Cummings on each spread. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Pays due honor to Elijah Cummings’ memory and his dedi-
cation to the people he served. (Picture book/biography. 5-9)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  a u g u s t  2 0 2 1   |   1 3 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

MADAM SPEAKER
Nancy Pelosi Calls the House 
to Order
Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by Hsu, Chris
Little Bee (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-4998-1189-6  

A short, admiring biography, punc-
tuated with quotations from Pelosi and 

accompanied by simple, stylized art.
The initial double-page spread shows little Nancy 

D’Alesandro stuffing envelopes for one of her father’s politi-
cal campaigns. (He served both in Congress and as Baltimore’s 
mayor.) A framed family portrait—including Nancy’s five older 
brothers—sits beneath a quotation in which she lists her fam-
ily’s allegiances to Catholicism, patriotism, Italian American 
pride, and the Democratic Party. The text is accessible and 
clever, as in its assertion that Nancy and her brothers “looked 
up” to portraits of past presidents and also “never looked down 
on those who needed a hand up.” As the text reveals her passage 
from youth into adulthood, it suggests that Pelosi learned about 
leadership from her father and from nuns at her college prep 
school. Pelosi’s own words add motherhood to her leadership 
training. This and other well-chosen quotations show her clear-
eyed understanding from an early age of gender-based power 
dynamics. The text follows her further education; her mar-
riage and swift plunge into raising five children; her congres-
sional work in support of LGBTQ+ rights and the Affordable 
Care Act; her record-breaking eight hours of speech to protect 
DACA recipients. The art includes mostly benevolent-looking 
people of varied racial presentations; the text barely suggests 
political discord but unabashedly highlights Pelosi’s Demo-
cratic victories. It’s possible that even children of Republicans 
will be inspired by the ending.

Overall, a solid choice for first-time biography readers. 
(timeline, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 7-9)

THE WELCOME CHAIR 
Wells, Rosemary
Illus. by Pinkney, Jerry
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5344-2977-2  

One legendary author/illustrator turns 
to a family story to celebrate immigration to America; another 
illustrates it.

In 1823, Wells’ great-great-grandfather, a talented wood-
carver, leaves Bavaria to escape his father’s Orthodox Judaism 
and lands in New York City. While working as a bookkeeper, he 
fashions a rocking chair with Willkommen carved into its back. 
Resettling in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, with the chair, he 
begins a family, carving new words for welcome in both Hebrew 

and English. The chair then journeys with his daughter back to 
New York, where Fáílte, Irish for welcome, is added when the 
chair is given to an Irish servant as a wedding gift. Years later, 
the family story having ended, Wells turns to political turmoil 
and natural disaster to continue the chair’s history. Dominican 
nuns fleeing the Trujillo dictatorship carve Bienvenido; a Black 
physician brings home a baby from Haiti after its devastating 
earthquake and adds Akeyi. To round out the saga, a girl named 
Amira coming to America from a “distant land destroyed by war” 
is welcomed by new friends, that same chair, and a newly carved 
word for welcome in Arabic. Wells clearly states her strong feel-
ings about immigration in her preface, in her author’s note, 
and in this deeply felt generational story of a well-used and 
well-loved chair. Pinkney’s signature artwork forms an inviting 
accompaniment with its soft lines and muted tones. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Whether stated in one language or many, a resounding 
welcome to immigrants. (illustrator’s note, photograph) (Pic-
ture book. 5-10)

THE WORLD BELOW 
THE BRINE
Whitman, Walt
Illus. by Carroll, James Christopher
Creative Editions/Creative Company 
(32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-56846-361-2  

Whitman’s poem is set to a lush and 
stunning illustrated world.

While the language of Whitman’s 1860 poem may not be 
as accessible to children as some other picture-book choices, 
artist Carroll’s illustrations more than compensate. Each line of 
the poem is illustrated by one or two double-page spreads that 
both depict the text literally and also convey the mystery and 
wonder of the natural world that is at the heart of Whitman’s 
text. Carroll employs varied techniques from one spread to the 
next: the nebulous forms and blended hues of wet watercolor 
that depict the bottom of the sea, jellyfish composed of lines so 
fine they glow electric, an entire ocean patterned with fine swirls 
reminiscent of Peter Sís’ work. Yet every illustration shares the 
same haunting eeriness of the deep ocean, a nighttime palette 
punctuated with explosions of color here or a landscape of col-
ors there. A pale-skinned human child gives the pages a subtle 
story to follow, diving from a boat to swim the depths alongside 
existent animals and fantastical creatures alike, then return-
ing to “the subtle air breathed by beings like us who walk this 
sphere.” A dog watches anxiously from the vessel, ears flapping 
as the child reemerges, borne up by a sea serpent’s tail. 

A challenging text made visually and viscerally wondrous. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

“Wells clearly states her strong feelings about immigration 
in this deeply felt generational story.”

the welcome chair
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OPPOSITES ABSTRACT 
Willems, Mo
Illus. by the author
Hyperion (24 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-368-07097-3  

An exploration of abstract art 
inspires readers to ask what exactly is an 

opposite, anyway?
First, the elephant in the room: There are no elephants here, 

nor pigs nor pigeons, for that matter. Instead, readers find entic-
ing acrylic-and-ink abstracts that would feel equally at home on 
an art museum’s walls or a child’s bedroom floor. What sets it 
apart as a concept book is Willem’s insistence on questioning 
the criteria of opposites. Instead of declaring it so, he invites 
readers viewing a gently curved, colorfully blobby painting to 
ponder, “Is this soft?” Who made that decision anyway? Some 
compositions feel easy to interpret, such as a “calm” pale-blue, 
wavelike composition contrasting with an “excited” shape- and 
line-filled extravaganza. Bold additions of open-ended pairs, 
such as the circuit-filled “mechanical” and amoebalike “organic” 
pairing, seem purposefully designed to elicit rich conversation. 
None will accomplish that more than a poignant “inclusion” and 

“exclusion” set, with a grid of matte primary-colored rectangles 
juxtaposed with an empty white square with a singular, lonely 
black square in the corner. Only a barely painted teal square on 
the opening page which “is starting” and on a final page declared 

“finished” as a fully painted square are utterly definitive (both 
statements are the only ones that end with periods), reminding 
readers that everything else is up to them. 

Like the art itself, this book leaves space to see and con-
template. Is this for you? Absolutely. (Concept book. 4-10)

YOUR LEGACY 
A Bold Reclaiming of 
Our Enslaved History
Williams, Schele
Illus. by Engel, Tonya
Abrams (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-4197-4875-2  

This reclamation of legacy begins 
with African origins before the trans-Atlantic slave trade and 
emphasizes the strength and resilience of enslaved people.

The first two spreads introduce Africa as the beginning of 
“your story”: a continent of diverse peoples and cultures and 
colors where people thrived for thousands of years. Then Euro-
peans arrived on African shores, and “your ancestors” were forc-
ibly taken away, afraid but determined to survive. They were 
separated and regrouped and forced into hard labor, but they 
chose to love one another, to use their intellects, to share music, 
to courageously defy the system. Examples of their determina-
tion, brilliance, strength, and ingenuity are given in the names 
of specific historical figures listed on spreads that show their 

acts or creations in a scene—people who seized their freedom, 
invented things, and contributed to the American way of life. 
Additional spreads show more recent leaders grouped around 
words such as intellect, dignity, and grace. Final spreads encour-
age readers to receive these qualities as their ancestors’ legacy 
and to continue that legacy by gifting equality to the next gen-
eration. Engel’s paintings fairly glow with love and pride. Care-
givers of Black children have struggled to introduce America’s 
shameful history in a way that doesn’t put the shame on Black 
people; with this thoughtful, sensitive, and beautiful volume, 
families can begin a difficult conversation in a nurturing way. 
This is a must for every Black child growing up in the Americas 
and will help other races and ages too. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A truly powerful perspective shift. (author’s note, illustra-
tor’s note) (Picture book. 3-adult)

CLOSE YOUR EYES
Wilson-Owen, Robyn
Illus. by the author
Boxer Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-912757-76-3  

Babies are encouraged to fall asleep 
with a gentle rhyme that asks them to 

imagine what they see when they close their eyes.
Five racially diverse little ones are told to close eyes and 

concentrate on the colors behind their eyelids. “What do you 
see / if you close them tight? / Do you see colors, / bright and 
light?” Four children who snuggle together under one blanket 
squinch their eyes shut—except for one, who keeps one eye 
wide open. (The fifth is visible only as a pair of feet poking out.) 
Then: “Peep through a half-open eye. / Is the world in black and 
white? / Not a single color, / just shades of the night.” Here, all 
five tots peer out through heavy-lidded eyes. Comforting words 
are designed to lull tired little ones to relaxation, when a dream-
like adventure may occur. Perhaps a cuddly soft polar bear will 
carry them through the star-filled sky as they swoon into the 
depths of dreams. Peaceful scenes in pen and watercolor washes 
dominated by blue hues depict the babes sometimes in bed, 
sometimes more whimsically, as when they rest in half-moons 
hanging from a large tree. It’s not quite a lullaby, but the calming 
(though occasional uneven) poetry will bring on the tranquility 
necessary for quiet slumber. “Can you keep your eyes closed? 
Listen and don’t peek. / Let the world rock you gently to sleep.” 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Bedtime comfort couched in sleepy make-believe. (Picture 
book. 1-3)

“A must for every Black child growing up in the Americas.”
your legacy
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SISTER CORITA’S WORDS 
AND SHAPES
Winter, Jeanette
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5344-9601-9  

A celebration of the art and singular 
artistic vision of Corita Kent. 

One page is devoted to Kent’s childhood. Readers then 
meet her as an adult and read about her entry into the Immac-
ulate Heart of Mary Convent to become a nun. Emphasizing 
that she was a “nun, and a teacher, and an artist—all at the 
same time,” the text delves into what kind of teacher she was: 
unconventional, devout, and dynamic. Subsequent spreads 
are about the unique ways in which she taught her students to 
see the world. Feeling stifled by the archbishop’s disapproval 
of her methods, she leaves both convent and vocation, “finds 
peace,” and continues to paint: “Now her church is her vision.” 
Illustrations feature small vignettes done in Winter’s signature 
style and encased in ample white space, with occasional double-
page spreads; they include the kind of colorful patterned back-
grounds Kent was known for, many of them a series of dots. 
Kent’s tour through the city with students gives readers their 
perspective; children will look anew at details with an empty 
square as a finder, just as Kent had her students do. The book’s 
backmatter includes Kent’s 10 rules for her students (ending 
with “there should be new rules next week”), a note about her 
life, and a selected bibliography. All characters present White. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A deeply reverent tribute. (Picture book/biography. 4-10)

UNSTOPPABLE
Women With Disabilities
Wolfe, Helen
Illus. by Patkau, Karen
Second Story Press (24 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-77260-209-8  

Wolfe, herself physically disabled, 
introduces 10 contemporary women 
with disabilities. 

As a teacher, writer, and social worker, the author “hardly 
saw any people like [her]” in her 40-year career: “Imagine how 
great it would have been to learn about other women with dis-
abilities!” she exclaims. Her conversational profiles of disabled 
women from various countries and cultures turn her wish into 
reality. Most subjects’ disabilities are physical, ranging from 
spina bifida to limb difference; their careers include advocacy, 
law, and entertainment. Swedish climate activist Greta Thun-
berg is autistic. Yetnebersh Nigussie, who is blind, co-founded 
the Ethiopian Center for Disability and Development, which 
promotes accessibility in employment and public life. Maysoon 
Zaid, who is Muslim and has cerebral palsy, became a comedian 

and established the New York Arab-American Comedy Festival. 
A motivational quote from each woman concludes each single-
page profile. On the facing pages, Patkau’s vibrant, realistic 
illustrations spotlight the subjects’ accomplishments: Canadian 
singer/songwriter Christa Couture, who lost a leg to bone cancer 
and is of mixed Cree and Scandinavian heritage, appears with a 
guitar; wheelchair user Zhang Haidi, the head organizer of the 
2022 Chinese Paralympians, reads a document as an amputee 
athlete skis in the background. Noting that a newly disabled 
adult “asks many questions that a [disabled] child wouldn’t ask,” 
the author refreshingly explains that congenital disabilities are 
experienced differently from those acquired later. 

An eclectic, accessible, and upbeat introduction to accom-
plished disabled women. (Collective biography. 7-10)

EVERYBODY IN THE 
RED BRICK BUILDING 
Wynter, Anne
Illus. by Mora, Oge
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-286576-2  

A crying baby sets off a chain reaction of responses from the 
neighbors she wakes in the red brick building. 

Baby Izzie wakes up in the night with a “WaaaAAH!” Her 
wail wakes not only those in her apartment, but also neighbor 
Rayhan, who inadvertently wakes his parrot, who announces: 

“RraaK! WAKE UP!” The parrot’s squawks and baby’s cries 
wake more and more neighbors, who rouse others in the build-
ing until everyone is awake and contributing to the late-night 
hullabaloo. Finally, Pepper the cat manages to set off a car alarm 
that yells “WEE YOOO WEEEE YOOOOO!!!!” into the night. 
Eventually, all the neighbors—a testament to urban diversity—
settle down from the excitement and return to bed. Each is 
lulled by soft, gentle sounds that begin with the “shhh shhh” of 
a street sweeper, the “plonk plonk” of falling acorns, and the 

“ting ting” of a wind chime. The onomatopoeia in this cumula-
tive tale is appropriate for the actions described and is so much 
fun to read. Mora’s beautiful, vivid geometric illustrations 
incorporate the onomatopoeia in the first half of the story. They 
sprawl across spreads and invite loud reading but are absent by 
the time the story begins to make its turn back to the starting 
point. That “shhh shhh” sound from the street sweeper brings 
calm and quiet to the activity in the red brick building—and, 
as if by magic, readers as well. Sotto voce: very well done! (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Certain to become a favorite bedtime book. (Picture book. 
4-8)
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DAD BAKES 
Yamasaki, Katie
Illus. by the author
Norton Young Readers (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-324-01541-3  

A loving father bakes at work and 
at home to make a life for his child and 

himself. 
Under a full moon, Dad wakes and walks to work. Street-

lights glow as an elevated train passes, and the Rise Up Bakery 
beckons with its warm light. Inside, Dad works side by side 
through the night with racially diverse bakers of different ages, 
returning home in the morning. While he rests, his capable 
child keeps busy till it’s time to wake Dad. Together they make 
bread and share in small moments while waiting for the dough 
to rise—reading, gardening, playing dress-up and soccer. At last 
they enjoy the teddy-bear–shaped bread on their rooftop before 
Dad tucks his little one into bed. These peaceful vignettes 
weave a picture of love and devotion, of parenthood and child-
hood enjoyed to its fullest. Heartfelt painterly illustrations offer 
a much-needed depiction of the diversity of fathers. Here, Dad 
is of Asian descent with a shaved bald head, brown skin, and 
an abundance of tattoos. Yamasaki’s simple text is accessible to 
even young readers. Her author’s note also brings a new dimen-
sion to the story, as she dedicates it to families affected by incar-
ceration and the organizations helping them to rebuild their 
lives. Subtle hints that incarceration is a part of the main char-
acters’ past are in the opening, wordless spreads, showing the 
child reading a box of letters from Dad. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Full of quiet moments of joy and affirmation. (Picture book. 
3-7)

EENY UP ABOVE
Yolen, Jane
Illus. by Brown, Kathryn
Crocodile/Interlink (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-62371-865-7  

There’s no place like home, but you can still make room for 
adventure.

Sisters Eeny, Meeny, and Miney Mole live companionably 
in their deep, dark hole. All feel safe in this atmosphere that’s 
always the same. Older sisters Meeny and Miney don’t ever 
want to leave, but the much-younger Eeny also loves the world 
Up Above. Both Meeny and Miney worry about Eeny’s trips 
Up Above and warn her of the possible dangers; the worst of 
all are “humans.” This makes Eeny wary but does not deter her. 
She brings a shovel and pail when she makes her explorations 
Up Above, and learns tidbits about life there from new friends 
Worm, Cat, Snake, and Centipede. One day, Something large 
with five wriggly parts comes down over her head. It smells 
of dirt and digging. She is frightened but reminds herself that 

“some moles are content in their old holes. But some moles are 
not me.” The feeling of Something’s paw is soft and comforting 
and new. Like Spring. There are some holes in this story; in par-
ticular, children will wonder just why Eeny always totes shovel 
and pail but hardly ever seems to use them. But Brown’s soft 
illustrations echo Beatrix Potter’s in both delicacy and whimsy, 
and Yolen’s story of bravery justified should put a smile in read-
ers’ hearts. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Gently makes the case that everyone should follow their 
bliss. (Picture book. 4-7)

l a t e  f a l l  h o l i d ay 
p i c t u r e  b o o k s

THE COW SAID BOO!
Button, Lana
Illus. by Carter, Alice
Pajama Press (28 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-77278-216-5  

The cow’s cold turns her moo into 
a boo, scaring all of the farm animals—and even, thankfully, a 
would-be predator.

With the repeated refrain “the cow said, ‘Boo!’ ” Button’s 
story lends itself perfectly to a preschool group read-aloud. 
When the ill (and therefore clumsy) cow stumbles into a clothes-
line and becomes enveloped in a ghostly sheet, she unintention-
ally shocks her fellow farm animals. Seeing her friends’ terrified 
reactions to her greetings, the still-enshrouded cow sadly goes 
off by herself. But when she notices a fox creeping toward her 
friends, she uses her new scariness to save the farm. Button’s 
rhyming text hits at just the right pace, encouraging participa-
tion from little readers. Kids will love being in on the joke that 
the cow isn’t really a ghost, and the silliness of the animal sounds 
when they all catch the cow’s cold will certainly elicit many a 
giggle. Carter’s illustrations include subtle hints at fall and Hal-
loween even though the text doesn’t explicitly mention the sea-
son: Pumpkins dot the field, there’s a jack-o’-lantern shirt on 
the clothesline, and leaves float across the pages. The real visual 
highlight, however, is the progression of frames showing the fox 
sneaking through the field of snoozing animals. The glow of the 
moonlight acts as a spotlight on the fox, drawing readers’ atten-
tion to the action the animals don’t notice. The rear endpapers 
present five illustrated steps to “wash your hooves and paws!” 
and keep colds away. 

An infectious seasonal read-aloud. (Picture book. 3-6)
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DINO-ZOMBIES!
Chrustowski, Rick
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Aug. 10, 2021
978-0-593-22476-2  

Trick-or-treating dino-zombies get 
their fill of Halloween candy and fun.

“On Halloween they come alive, / and 
they need sugar to survive,” and so the 
undead rise. There’s a zombie-dactyl, a 

bronto-zombie, and of course, a zombie-saurus rex, among 
others. They are all wearing costumes, their gaping abdominal 
cavities and open ribcages exposing a hoard of sweets. After 
trick-or-treating and hitting a festive party, they head home for 
their jammies and a movie. In Chrustowski’s hands, these are 
approachable, even cute dino-zombies, drawn in bright greens 
and purples, with yellow bug eyes and friendly grins, nothing 
too gory or scary. The rhyming text bounces along, matching 
the joyful spirit of the chomping dino-zombies. Readers will 
enjoy looking over the illustrations for fun details, like the zom-
bie-raptor that pulls an entire pumpkinful of treats from the 
spino-zombie’s insides, later leaving the party with three pump-
kins swinging from its tail. There’s even the all-black silhouette 
of a bat or two and buzzing flies to find on each layout. Kids 
will love how the dino-zombies consume their treats with aban-
don, and adults will secretly smile about their own tired trick-
or-treating zombies that they tuck into bed on Halloween night. 
It’s all good, predictable fun. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This story about the extinct undead really comes alive. 
(Early reader. 3-7)

HOW TO HAUNT A HOUSE
Crimi, Carolyn
Illus. by Miller, Edward 
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-3426-7  

Three ghosts-in-training meet a fam-
ily that proves difficult to scare.

Groana, Moana, and Shrieky have 
successfully used their ghostly tricks to 

haunt families in two different houses. But when their teacher, 
Madam Grey, assigns them a family of monsters to haunt, they 
must get creative with their tactics. Readers will giggle to see 
what ultimately frightens these Frankenstein-type monsters: 
bunnies, puppies, glitter, and cupcakes. Crimi’s rhyming story 
nicely leverages unpredictability to keep preschoolers engaged. 
How silly that the things they love should terrify a monster! 
Miller’s illustrations are age appropriate and appealing—noth-
ing’s too spooky here—with a comic-book feel. The three 
ghosties are nonthreatening, with rosy cheeks and expressive 
eyebrows. The humans depicted are racially diverse, includ-
ing one interracial family. There are also some fun details, like 

the monster family’s table full of rotten fish and moldy cheese. 
Miller cleverly uses the color palette so that the hues of the 
human families’ homes, with touches of pink and light blue, are 
the same as those of the cheerful items used to scare the mon-
ster family. Sure to be enjoyed by the preschool crowd—a great 
Halloween read-aloud for a classroom or library. 

Not-too-spooky Halloween fun. (Picture book. 4-6)

VAMPENGUIN 
Cummins, Lucy Ruth
Illus. by the author
Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 20, 2021
978-1-5344-6698-2  

When the Dracula family visits the 
zoo, a surprising swap makes for a silly adventure.

This is a true picture book, with text and illustrations so 
seamlessly woven together that one won’t stand alone without 
the other. While at the penguin exhibit, the youngest member 
of the Dracula family discovers their resemblance to a similarly 
sized and colored emperor penguin. The two switch places, and 
readers are the only ones who catch this detail; the Draculas 
continue on their way through the zoo without ever noticing. 
This little inside joke succeeds thanks to Cummins’ striking 
and strategic palette. Using black and white with shades of 
aqua, mustard yellow, and pale pink, she makes it easy to see 
how the littlest Dracula camouflages with the penguins. Little 
readers will love pointing out all of the things the text inten-
tionally omits, like the animals that notice the penguin touring 
around in the Draculas’ stroller. Cummins uses classic vampire 
tropes in a way that lands right with the preschool crowd: They 
frown when they should be smiling and hang upside down, for 
example. The Draculas all have truly paper-white skin; other 
zoo visitors and its employees are racially diverse. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Impeccable integration of text and illustrations makes for 
a book readers can really sink their teeth into. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE THREE LITTLE SUPERPIGS
Trick or Treat?
Evans, Claire
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  Jul. 6, 2021
978-1-338-77063-6 
Series: The Three Little Superpigs 

The Superpigs continue their zany spins on classic fairy 
tales with a Halloween twist.

The Superpigs have settled on their costumes and are 
working on their performance for the Spooktacular Hallow-
een Parade when they’re summoned by Hansel and Gretel to 
save the stolen candy from the Wicked Witch. Once at her 
gingerbread house, they’re alarmed to find their familiar foe, 

“Cummins uses classic vampire tropes in a way 
that lands right with the preschool crowd.”

vampenguin
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the Big Bad Wolf. Using their superskills, they save themselves 
and make it to the parade in style. Readers unfamiliar with the 
characters will wonder how the pigs come into their powers. At 
first, they seem completely and comically without super abili-
ties. “Practice makes perfect,” the text quips, but does practice 
without magic make pigs fly? This element aside, Evans’ play on 
childhood classics uses just enough of the originals to make it 
familiar while still new. The Big Bad Wolf is a particularly fun 
character, surprising readers (and the pigs!), speaking in rhyme, 
and even showing up playfully at the end. The illustrations are 
bright and lively, depicting lots of fairy tale figures, with oranges 
and purples conveying an autumnal, evening mood. They’re also 
very detailed, particularly the candy-lined gingerbread house 
and its lawn full of jack-o’-lanterns. Most of the characters are 
not human, but Hansel and Gretel are depicted with brown 
skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Updated, Halloween-ready fairy-tale foolery. (Picture book. 
4-6)

IF YOU EVER MEET 
A SKELETON
Evans, Rebecca
Illus. by Dreiling, Katrin
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 24, 2021
978-1-64567-215-9  

On Halloween, a group of friends 
learns that skeletons aren’t really that 

spooky after all.
Turning the skeleton’s creepy reputation on its head, Evans 

exposes the truth: “Old bones can’t hurt you, right?” Three trick-
or-treating friends find out that skeletons really aren’t as strong, 
smart, or brave as humans thanks to their lack of muscles, 
brains, and guts. Though they initially flee the green skeleton 
that emerges as they munch candy, the kids end up including 
the skeleton in their treat-eating treehouse fun. Evans’ rhyth-
mic quatrains maintain a steady cadence and work in a rhyme 
involving smelly boots and toots that’s sure to entertain little read-
ers. Dreiling’s illustrations make excellent use of shades of gray, 
the color applied to the background trees, fencing, landscape, 
and sky. This also helps capture the Halloween mood. The chil-
dren, two with brown skin and one who’s pale, are the focal 
point of all of the colors. Gold and red are standout features of 
their hair and costumes and contrast nicely with the gray tones 
of the background. Observant readers will notice how Dreil-
ing contributes visual subtext apart from the narration, as with 
one child’s lost shoe that can be tracked across pages on its way 
back to the owner. The book nicely demonstrates how some-
thing fearful can seem much less so when reduced to its parts, a 
comforting message for little readers. 

A high-interest and refreshing take on a traditionally 
creepy creature. (Picture book. 4-7)

HALLOWEEN IS COMING!
Everett, Cal
Illus. by Wen, Lenny
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Aug. 1, 2021
978-1-7282-0586-1  

 From the changing season to decora-
tions and costumes, children anticipate 

Halloween. 
Little readers will enjoy all of the familiar markers of the 

season included in this book: falling leaves, jack-o’-lanterns, 
Halloween costumes, candy, and trick-or-treating. Everett’s 
rhyming couplets bob along safely, offering nothing that will 
wow but enough to keep the pages turning. It’s Wen’s illustra-
tions that give the most to readers, full of bustling scenes and 
lovely details. A double-page spread of the children in town in 
front of the candy store includes jars with individually drawn 
treats and other festive delicacies. The townwide celebration 
features instruments, creative costumes, and a diverse crowd 
of people. There are three children who appear as the focus of 
the illustrations, though there are many secondary characters. 
One bespectacled White child is drawn in a manual wheelchair, 
another has dark brown skin, the third presents Asian. The 
child in the wheelchair is shown as a full participant. Readers 
will enjoy spotting spooks like a vampire, goblin, and werewolf, 
as they sometimes appear in the background and other times 
blend in with the crowd. The familiar trappings of Halloween 
paired with the robust illustrations will have little readers want-
ing to reread even if the content itself is not startlingly new. 

High-quality, inclusive illustrations make this one stand 
out. (Picture book. 3-5)

THERE’S A WITCH IN 
YOUR BOOK
Fletcher, Tom
Illus. by Abbott, Greg
Random House (32 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Jul. 6, 2021
978-0-593-12515-1 
Series: Who’s in Your Book? 

When a witch crash-lands into this book, she’ll need help 
from readers in tidying up her messes.

The newest in Fletcher and Abbott’s Who’s in Your Book? 
series stars a mischievous, messy witch. With text instructing 
readers directly, children will use their “finger wands” to turn 
the witch into a cat and pop bubble bunnies. There’s even a 
spell that makes a hole in some pages, an orifice through which 
readers push excess slime. All of the fun ends with a cleaned-up 
book and a sleepover with little monsters. The built-in reader 
participation is a serious trademark, and most of the actions 
can be accomplished either one-on-one with an adult or in 
a group setting. Abbott’s illustrations hit on the cute side of 
spooky, the smiling, redheaded witch with classic green skin 
and a pointed black hat, a cauldron, and a broomstick. All of 

“Nicely demonstrates how something fearful can 
seem much less so when reduced to its parts.”

if you ever meet a skeleton
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the backgrounds are simple bright colors, purples, pinks, blue, 
and orange, zeroing the focus in on the messy action. Careful 
observers will notice a torn blue hole drawn on the copyright 
page, illustrating the witch’s crash into the book. It’s tried-and-
true rather than surprising at this point, but the simple and 
straightforward formula will certainly appeal to readers. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Another engaging outing. (Picture book. 3-6)

POULTRYGEIST 
Geron, Eric
Illus. by Oswald, Pete
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-5362-1050-7  

The chicken crosses the road…and 
arrives on the other side as a ghost.

The action kicks off before the title page when the chicken 
crossing the road winds up a splatter of feathers against the 
grille of a tractor trailer. When its ghost rises from the squished 
remains, it meets a host of other animal ghosts that encour-
age the new poultrygeist to start getting scary. They probably 
didn’t realize, however, that they’d be the ones to be frightened. 
Geron’s text is full of punny lines like “It’s time to get foul, fowl!” 
and “Ghosts of a feather haunt together!” Midway through, 
the poultrygeist turns to readers to make sure they’re not too 
scared. This is a nice touch, maintaining engagement while also 
giving more timid readers time to take a beat. Oswald’s illus-
trations display masterful use of color, with bright, ghostly ani-
mals against a dark, often all-black background, the dialogue 
shown in colors that correspond to the speakers. These ghosts 
do become scary but not enough to completely terrorize read-
ers. Oswald’s skill is seen in full effect, as readers witness only 
the animal ghosts’ reactions to the poultrygeist’s scariest face, 
building suspense for the full reveal. This book is just right for 
kids easing into the slightly scary and macabre but who still 
want a safe and fun read. 

Kid-friendly dark humor. (Picture book. 5-8)

TRICK OR TREAT, BUGS TO EAT
Gold, Tracy C.
Illus. by Leschnikoff, Nancy
Sourcebooks eXplore (32 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Aug. 1, 2021
978-1-7282-3329-1  

A bat takes flight, eating its way 
through the sky on Halloween night.

Starting off by quoting the familiar “Trick or treat! / Smell 
my feet!” singsong-y childhood rhyme, the story follows in that 
same cadence, which works smoothly for the most part. A lit-
tle bat flies out at twilight, using echolocation to find moths, 
flies, and other bugs to munch on. A few pages of “Bat Facts” 
at the conclusion of the story discuss more about what bats 

eat, introduce different types that live in the U.S., explain how 
they echolocate, and offer a nice reminder to treat them with 
respect. Leschnikoff ’s illustrations show their young bat pro-
tagonist in shades of blue and purple with pink inside its ears 
and wings. The anthropomorphized eyes and facial features 
keep it cute, even with its teeny little fangs. The insects are 
carefully drawn with nice detail, and, refreshingly, the paper-
wasps’ nest is inhabited by wasps rather than bees. Although 
there are some brief mentions of Halloween, the text concen-
trates on bats and bugs. The illustrations do give little nods to 
the holiday with pumpkins and jack-o’-lanterns, and the final 
double-page spread features a set of adorable haunted houses 
and the silhouettes of trick-or-treaters beneath the full moon. 

A playful and informative ode to bats. (Picture book. 2-5)

10 SPOOKY PUMPKINS 
Grimly, Gris
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-338-11244-3  

It’s a countdown with a cast of creepy characters ushering 
in Halloween night.

A little girl in a Pierrot-clown–inspired costume exits a 
farmhouse and sets off on Halloween at dusk. As she makes her 
way along the fields and fences, she meets the titular 10 spooky 
pumpkins, nine black cats, eight “screeching bats,” and so on 
until all of the creatures come together to dance in the corn-
field. When the full moon rises, the wind sends everyone scat-
tering into the night and the girl heads calmly to bed. While 
the countdown structure is a classic in picture books, Grimly 
uses it to maximum effect, drawing readers into each page turn. 
The “Five Little Pumpkins”–inspired verse works, rhythmic 
and full of alliteration like “greedy goblins” and “skinny scare-
crows.” It’s a harmonious pairing with Grimly’s gently cadaver-
ous illustrations. The patchwork endpapers set the palette and 
theme for the haunting art. There are little quilted touches 
throughout, on the bats’ wings and in the buttons and stitching 
on the scarecrows, for example. The full moon is drawn with 
enormous presence and personality: imposing, fierce, powerful. 
Grimly’s tale and illustrations provide readers with a fully imag-
ined world, a complete mood and atmosphere. It evokes all of 
the eerie, unsettling elements of Halloween with the safety of a 
child tucked into bed at the end. 

An engrossing read with stirring, memorable illustrations. 
(Picture book. 4-7)
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THE WHEELS ON THE BUS 
AT HALLOWEEN
Illus. by Kieley, Sarah
Doubleday (24 pp.) 
$10.99  |  $13.99 PLB  |  Jul. 20, 2021
978-0-593-17488-3
978-0-593-17489-0 PLB  

A Halloween-creature edition of the familiar tune “The 
Wheels on the Bus.”

On its way around town, the bus picks up a Halloween-themed 
cast of characters, including ghosts, witches, pumpkins, and even 
sentient candies. The bus driver is a friendly purple monster. After 
making the rounds, the bus full of creepy creatures is ready for its 

“next stop: your house!” The text works equally well as a straight 
read-aloud or sung to the traditional tune. All of the sounds that 
the bus riders make are fairly obvious: The ghosts go “Boo! Boo! 
Boo!” and the bats go “Flap! Flap! Flap!” for example. This makes 
the book participation-friendly even for a crowd that might be 
hearing it for the first time. Kieley’s illustrations sync nicely with 
the text, and the characters are friendly rather than scary, with 
lots of playful details. Some of the witches (who display a variety 
of racial presentations) share a cauldron of cider and play cards on 
their bus ride, and some of the cats sip from little cartons of milk. 
One fun additional illustration is the title-page map of the bus 
route, which includes Sea Monster Swamp, the Scratching Post 
(where the cats are, of course), and Bat Caves. Little readers will 
surely enjoy poring over these details as they bounce along through 
the text. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Exactly as expected, just right for little readers. (Picture 
book. 2-5)

HAPPY DIWALI!
Mathur, Sanyukta & 
Pippin-Mathur, Courtney
Illus. by Pippin-Mathur, Courtney
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-250-25746-8  

It’s Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights!
This book begins when a mother wakes up her child on Diwali 

morning to help with preparations for this popular holiday. In the 
following pages, two children engage in traditional activities like 
cleaning the house, stringing lights up along the eaves outside, 
and hanging lanterns inside the house. Some of the activities are 
adjusted for a Western setting: For example, the family draws ran-
goli on their walk using what appears to be sidewalk chalk instead 
of the colorful powders traditionally used in India, an adjustment 
that will be familiar to Hindu families living in the United States. 
After they’re done cleaning and decorating, the whole family 
works together to cook dishes like puris and channa masala. After 
changing into their traditional finery, the family greets their guests, 
whose skin tones, hair textures, and chosen greetings imply that 
they come from a variety of linguistic and ethnic backgrounds. The 
night ends with storytelling, gifts, and sparklers, and a good time 

is had by all. This book’s greatest strength is its recognition of the 
fact that Hindu families of various backgrounds celebrate Diwali 
in different ways, clarifying that the activities in the story are only a 
sample of traditions that families practice during this holiday. The 
pictures are bright and cheery, and the language is clear and easy to 
read. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A buoyant introduction to Diwali that acknowledges the 
diversity of Hindu traditions. (Picture book. 2-5)

PUMPKIN HEADS!
Minor, Wendell
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$11.99  |  Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-58089-935-2  

Jack-o’-lanterns are imagined in all 
different shapes and styles celebrating Halloween.

“October is here. It’s time to pick a pumpkin! / On Halloween, 
every pumpkin becomes a pumpkin head,” the story begins, each 
double-page spread showing uniquely carved faces and fanciful 
arrangements. Each sentence or two of text describes the illustra-
tion opposite simply and without much flair, but its straightfor-
wardness really doesn’t matter. Minor’s illustrations are stunning, 
speaking for themselves. Some are haunting, like the impressively 
realistic deer skull, shadows cast by the antlers at play on the wall, 
a grimacing pumpkin perched on top. Others evoke quintessen-
tial autumnal feelings, like the clapboard-sided house decked out 
with pumpkins, a wide full moon set behind it, bats fluttering 
by. Details abound: Individual blades of grass look caught mid-
breeze; misty gray clouds form a backdrop for tiny tombstones; 
nail heads are visible in the split of wood grain around a window. 
The illustrations read spooky rather than cute but are neverthe-
less still age appropriate. A pale silhouette of a jack-o’-lantern 
floats behind each block or line of text, a nice touch that adds 
depth without detracting from the focal illustration. Truly, grab 
this one just to linger over the incredible art on each page. 

The spooky realism of the illustrations will make this an 
instant Halloween favorite. (Picture book. 3-6)

ARCHIE CELEBRATES DIWALI
Ruths, Mitali Banerjee
Illus. by Singh, Parwinder
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-62354-119-4  

Archana—Archie for short—loves 
Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights.

This year, for the first time, she’s 
invited her friends Virgil, Nora, and Paisley to her house for her 
family’s annual Diwali party, which makes her excited but also ner-
vous. Before her friends arrive, she tidies up the rangoli, sets out 
the diyas, and plugs in the strings of lights around the house. But 
her family’s preparations make her anxious all over again. What 
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if Dida’s food is too spicy for her friends? Then it starts to pour, 
ruining all of Archie’s careful decorations. Shortly after her friends 
arrive, the power goes out, and Archie is sure that this is the worst 
Diwali ever—until her friends ask her what the holiday is really 
about. By the end of the party, Archie’s friends aren’t the only ones 
who develop an appreciation of Diwali: Archie, too, realizes why 
it’s the most special day of the year. The book’s vivid illustrations 
utilize a bright color palette that perfectly matches the spirit of 
the holiday. The storyline is compelling, accurately reflecting the 
reality of children who celebrate religions outside the mainstream 
American culture, and it ends in an organic and believable way. 
Unfortunately, in the afterword, the author does not specify that 
Diwali is a Hindu celebration, a flattening omission. 

This sweet picture book about sharing Diwali will ring 
true in many households. (Picture book. 4-7)

HARDLY HAUNTED
Sima, Jessie
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 20, 2021
978-1-5344-4170-5  

What could be worse for a house 
than to be haunted? Unless…. 

“There was a house on a hill, and that 
house was worried.” Overgrown with vines and frequented by a 
curious black cat, the abandoned abode fears that she will remain 
unoccupied because of her eerie countenance. Supplying the 
house with rounded, third-story windows and exterior mold-
ing that shift to express emotions, Sima takes readers through 
a tour of the house’s ominous interior. At first, the enchanted 
homestead tries to suppress her creaky walls, squeaky stairs, 
and rattling pipes. Despite all efforts to keep “VERY still. And 
VERY quiet. And VERY calm,” the house comes to find that 
being a rather creepy residence might actually be fun. The real-
ization dawns on the decrepit dwelling with both relief and joy: 

“She liked being noisy. Maybe she liked being haunted.” Once the 
house embraces herself for who she is, the plot moves in a pleas-
ant yet predictable direction: A cheerful family of ghosts loves 
the house in all her noisy glory and decides to move in. Sima’s 
lighthearted, cartoony style and cozy palette disarm the book of 
any frightening elements. The gentle, upbeat vibe makes it a fair 
choice to remind kids that their differences from others are the 
key to their belonging. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A cute, Halloween-y take on the old dare-to-be-you moral. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

HOW TO HELP A 
PUMPKIN GROW
Wolff, Ashley 
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 20, 2021
978-1-4814-1934-5  

An anthropomorphic dog and his animal friends tend 
pumpkins from seed to table.

It’s spring on the farm, and a border collie dons boots and 
gloves to dig the garden and sow pumpkin seeds. As the story 
progresses and the dog works the pumpkin patch, would-be 
plant and seed eaters, like a crow, rabbit, and goat, instead take 
part in garden care. While Halloween isn’t mentioned by name, 
the animal group (which also includes a mouse and goose) carves 
jack-o’-lanterns after baking and eating some pumpkin pies. 
Wolff ’s illustrations include lovely, subtle details. The spring 
buds on a nearby tree blossom into a deeper pink with the turn 
of a page, contrasting poignantly with a surprise flurry. Empty 
seed packets are placed on stakes in the garden to denote the 
different cultivars, autumn arrives with a fall of berries from the 
once-blossoming tree, and the warm glow of sunset signals both 
a job well done and a book near its end. The mouse that graces 
the cover is cleverly hidden throughout the story, not always 
obvious but always present. These illustrative grace notes make 
for an enjoyable reread. The rhyming text follows a predictable 
pattern and cadence, which hits just right for little listeners and 
for an effective read-aloud. Readers will delight in the animals’ 
proud smiles as the book meets a satisfying end. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A rhythmic seasonal read-aloud with rich, detailed illustra-
tions. (Picture book. 2-5)

“The gentle, upbeat vibe makes it a fair choice to remind kids that 
their differences from others are the key to their belonging.”

hardly haunted
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young 
adult

THE HAWTHORNE LEGACY
Barnes, Jennifer Lynn
Little, Brown (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-7595-5763-5 
Series: The Inheritance Games, 2 

In this sequel to The Inheritance 
Games (2020), Avery has a new Haw-
thorne family puzzle to solve.

Picking up where the last volume 
left off, Avery and the four Hawthorne 

grandsons are on a mission to find Toby, the billionaire patri-
arch’s only son, who was presumed dead after a fire but, it turns 
out, may still be alive. With enigmatic clues and more cryptic 
mysteries left by the deceased family patriarch and Toby him-
self, Avery and the young Hawthornes piece together the details 
of the latter’s disappearance. Assisting the mostly White cast 
this time is Avery’s best friend, Maxine Liu, whose name cues 
her as Chinese American. Once again, action-packed chapters 
with more threats against Avery’s life and an ongoing love tri-
angle among Avery and two rival Hawthorne grandsons drive 
the momentum. This novel relies less on the brainteasers that 
made the first book so much fun and more on sleuthing to fill in 
the backstory surrounding the Hawthorne lineage and Avery’s 
own heritage. Are the two connected? The answers occasion-
ally lead to more questions as the pace quickens and red herring 
upon red herring prevail, leading up to the conclusion of this 
installment. An open ending—and a bolder Avery—are ready 
for the next set of Hawthorne challenges.

A solid sophomore novel that keeps readers involved in 
the entertaining series. (Mystery. 14-18)

VIAL OF TEARS 
Bishara, Cristin
Holiday House (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8234-4641-4  

A magical coin strands sisters in a 
Phoenician underworld.

Sam and Rima receive a family heir-
loom from their great-grandfather who 
lives in their mother’s hometown in Leb-
anon—a clay jug with ancient coins in it. 

The sisters, who live in poverty with their mother (their White 
father is dead), wonder if this could be the solution to their 
financial woes. But one coin is frighteningly cold, and when 

VIAL OF TEARS by Cristin Bishara ................................................. 144

KNEEL by Candace Buford ................................................................145

BLACK BIRDS IN THE SKY by Brandy Colbert ...............................148

FEMINIST AF by Brittney Cooper & Chanel Craft Tanner & 
Susana Morris ....................................................................................148

RISE UP! by Crystal M. Fleming ..................................................... 149

BATTLE OF THE BANDS ed. by Lauren Gibaldi & Eric Smith ..... 149

REVOLUTION IN OUR TIME by Kekla Magoon .............................. 153

THE GRIMROSE GIRLS by Laura Pohl ............................................154

ARISTOTLE AND DANTE DIVE INTO THE WATERS OF THE 
WORLD by Benjamin Alire Sáenz .................................................... 155

TONIGHT WE RULE THE WORLD by Zack Smedley ...................... 155

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

REVOLUTION IN OUR TIME
The Black Panther Party’s 
Promise to the People
Magoon, Kekla
Candlewick (400 pp.)
$24.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5362-1418-5



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  a u g u s t  2 0 2 1   |   1 4 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

Rima holds it, she summons a mysterious man and a windstorm 
that sweeps the girls from Michigan to a magical underworld 
where monsters and gods roam freely. The man—Eshmun, 
half god and half mortal—furiously wants his precious coin 
back. Sam gets her bearings in this world that is part historical 
Lebanon and part mythological, as she learns Eshmun’s role in 
a prophecy that may affect her and her sister as well. Through-
out, Sam keeps her focus firmly on rescuing her sister, whose life 
hangs in the balance after being attacked by a beast, and return-
ing home. Themes of destiny and death build up to an ending 
that’s just bittersweet enough. In the author’s note, Bishara, 
who shares her protagonists’ heritage, details her historical 
research and the family stories and photographs that inspired 
her. She generously shares recipes passed down through her 
family—an addition most appreciated, as the mouthwatering 
food descriptions are a crown jewel among the vividly painted 
settings, clothing, and people. 

A heroic tale that feels both classic and fresh. (Fantasy. 
14-adult)

THE WITCH OWL PARLIAMENT
Bowles, David
Illus. by Raúl the Third & Robinson, Stacey 
& Duffy, Damian
Tu Books (112 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Oct. 4, 2021
978-1-62014-592-0 
Series: Clockwork Curandera, 1 

Mix Fullmetal Alchemist with steam-
punk in a fictionalized version of 19th-

century Mexico, and you have Bowles and Raúl the Third’s new 
graphic series. 

It’s 1865, and Cristina Franco is an apprentice curandera, or 
healer. The witch owls lay siege to the East Laredo train depot 
in the Republic of Santander, where she awaits her brother 
Enrique’s return, and despite the best efforts of her green magic, 
she is fatally wounded. All is not lost, however, as Enrique has 
been studying alchemy and engineering while he was away at 
university. He uses his new skills to bring Cristina back and cre-
ates mechanical limbs for her. Yet Cristina struggles with this 
blasphemy, knowing it will result in her expulsion from her 
curandera community just as the witch owls are rising to ter-
rorize Santander. The pace is fast and clipped, with little time 
for worldbuilding; even brief flashback scenes can cause more 
confusion than clarity. Nevertheless, the combination of steam-
punk and cyberpunk genres in such a novel setting will appeal to 
many. Readers lacking a familiarity with the mestizo and Indig-
enous cultures of Mexico may be inspired to learn more in order 
to fully appreciate this work. Illustrated in black, red, and, occa-
sionally, green ink on a background that mimics the sepia tones 
of old paper, the dramatic and expressive artwork and creative 
use of panels greatly enhance the reading experience.

A fast-paced genre mashup sure to find a cult following. 
(maps, author’s note, sketches) (Graphic fantasy. 13-18)

KNEEL 
Buford, Candace
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-335-40251-6  

Louisiana high school football star 
Russell Boudreaux chooses to take a 
stand.

NFL quarterback Colin Kaepernick 
captured the world’s attention by kneel-
ing during the national anthem to bring 

attention to police brutality against Black Americans. His 
courageous actions, which resulted in his expulsion from pro-
fessional football, galvanized a generation of Black athletes to 
use athletic platforms to spotlight social injustice. This novel 
draws on this context to weave a tale about two up-and-coming 
Black high school football players trying to make the most of 
their final season and escape the harsh realities of their home-
town lives. Russell is the Jackson High Jaguars’ formidable 
tight end, unstoppable when paired with his best friend and 
game-changing quarterback, Marion. Yet, when White play-
ers from well-off rival Westmond incite a fight during a game 
using racial epithets, Marion must deal with the unjust conse-
quences of biased policing that not only land him off the team, 
but possibly in jail. Even worse, one of the officers involved 
was reassigned following the unprosecuted police murder of a 
Black boy in nearby Shreveport. For Gabby, Russell’s love inter-
est and self-proclaimed intersectional feminist, this requires a 
courageous stand—but facing up to injustice brings unforeseen 
consequences; readers must navigate the complex ethics that 
inform a principled activist stance. Debut author Buford deliv-
ers a novel that bridges the mighty dreams of Last Chance U with 
the trenchant social critique of The Hate U Give.

Sports’ biggest social movement moment of the decade 
gets a special homage. (Fiction. 12-18)

THE HEARTBREAK BAKERY
Capetta, A.R.
Candlewick (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-1653-0  

Syd navigates relationships and dis-
covers a magical power.

After a rough breakup, 17-year-old 
Syd, who works at the Proud Muffin 
in Austin, Texas, bakes all the negative 
feelings into a batch of brownies. Unfor-

tunately, Syd has also just unlocked a magical power, and the 
customers who buy the brownies start to go through breakups 
of their own—including the gay couple who own the bakery, 
putting its very survival at risk. Aided by genderfluid delivery 
person Harley, Syd is determined to repair these broken rela-
tionships. This may seem simple at first, but Syd soon discov-
ers that no relationship is entirely cookie cutter. LGBTQ+ 

“Bridges the mighty dreams of Last Chance U with the 
trenchant social critique of The Hate U Give.”

kneel
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The benefits of exercise are le-
gion: the pride and joy of mastering 
new skills, the camaraderie of play-
ing on a team, the pleasures of being 
in nature, and the enhanced physi-
cal and mental health that move-
ment confers, among others. Dur-
ing the pandemic, with many usual 
activities off-limits, people availed 
themselves of outdoor activities and 
home exercise, with video instruc-

tion bringing a world of opportunities. The following sum-
mer releases pay tribute to teens exploring their limits and 
experiencing growth through physical challenges of vari-
ous kinds.

In the Same Boat by Holly Green 
(Scholastic, July 20): The Texas Riv-
er Odyssey is a 265-mile-long canoe 
race—a rigorous undertaking, not 
just for the sheer exertion required, 
but also the dangerous wildlife and 
other natural hazards along the way. 
Seventeen-year-old Sadie bears the 
burden of knowing her mistake last 
year ended her father’s perfect 20-
year completion streak. This year, 
she’s paddling with her brother and is determined to prove 
herself. Then her brother joins a different team, and she 
ends up in a canoe with the boy who is her ex–best friend. 
The resulting journey is a satisfying combination of physi-
cal achievement and interpersonal breakthroughs.

Dangerous Play by Emma Kress 
(Roaring Brook, Aug. 3): The tight 
bond between the girls on a high 
school field hockey team in Syracuse 
stands them in good stead when 
Zoe is sexually assaulted by a foot-
ball player at a party. Now acutely 
aware of the entitled, predatory be-
havior so many boys get away with—
and unwilling to stand by and let it 
happen to other girls—Zoe and her 
friends go out on nighttime patrols, 

intervening and confronting would-be attackers. They also 
get together for parkour sessions, building strength and 
agility for the hockey field and giving Zoe an outlet for her 
intense emotions.

Like Other Girls by Britta Lundin (Freeform/Disney, Aug. 
3): What does it mean to be one of the guys? Mara prides 

herself on fitting this description—
she can’t stand anything tradition-
ally girly, her best friend is a boy, 
and she’s a tough and determined 
athlete. When her temper gets her 
kicked out of basketball, temporar-
ily she hopes, Mara joins the boys’ 
football team in her rural Oregon 
high school, accidentally inspiring 
four other girls to join too. This 
leads to controversy, conflict, and 
soul-searching as Mara must con-
front her internalized misogyny, the overt sexism of boys 
she trusted, and the truth of her own sexuality.

Fierce as the Wind by Tara Wilson 
Redd (Wendy Lamb/Random, June 
22): Miho is trying to get over her an-
ger and pain after her boyfriend ends 
their relationship without warning. 
The Honolulu teen decides to enter 
the Ironman triathlon, inspired by 
their slogan, “anything is possible,” 
but the exorbitant entry fee is, ironi-
cally, an insurmountable obstacle. 
Miho’s friends are incredulous that 
with her D in PE class she thinks she 

can do something this extreme, but her #supportcrew de-
signs the “Miho-man” just for her, cheering her on as she 
trains and helping her experience the transformative pow-
er of exceeding expectations—both one’s own and others’.

Radha & Jai’s Recipe for Romance 
by Nisha Sharma (Crown, July 13): 
Radha used to love kathak—but the 
pressures of the competitive Indian 
classical dance world, her mother’s 
intense ambitions for her, and a 
shocking discovery prove too much. 
Radha makes a dramatic exit from 
a London competition and decides 
to start fresh at an arts academy in 
New Jersey. There she meets Bolly-
wood dance team captain Jai, and 
their romance—filled with dance numbers in the spirit of 
the best filmi tradition—becomes part of a larger story ad-
dressing mental wellness, diversity within the Desi diaspo-
ra, and figuring out one’s real dreams.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

YOUNG ADULT  |  Laura Simeon

YA Reads That Inspire Teens 
To Get Up and Move
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characters take center stage in this work, led by agender narra-
tor Syd (who does not care for pronouns) and demisexual Har-
ley; there’s a polyamorous triad among the supporting cast, and 
at one event, a nonbinary elderly person serves as a reminder 
that queer people come in all ages. While outright bigotry is 
not shown, Syd’s life demonstrates the difficulties of having to 
explain one’s orientation and gender and the burden of feeling 
unheard. Syd’s love of baking shines throughout the text, with 
actual recipes that Syd uses interspersed throughout. Over the 
course of the narrative, Syd examines different types of roman-
tic feelings, from infatuation to love, and considers what pre-
cisely is key to a healthy relationship. Syd and Harley are White; 
the supporting cast is racially diverse.

This sweet story shows that relationships don’t follow a 
recipe. (Fiction. 14-18)

I AM MARGARET MOORE
Capin, Hannah
Wednesday Books (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-250-23957-0  

A young woman, betrayed by the boy 
she loves, wrestles with the aftermath in 
this haunting tale.

Margaret Moore has attended Mar-
shall Summer Naval School in the Great 
Lakes region for years, forming close 

friendships with three other girls there—outspoken Rose and 
Nisreen and Flor, who are a couple. Their long-lasting bonds 
have allowed them to truly be themselves around one another. 
However, Margaret has hidden from them her relationship 
with a boy, and from this omission springs a complicated, heav-
ily atmospheric story of tragedy, secrets, and loyalty that moves 
through time, ranging from the 1950s to the present day and 
weaving in and out of realism. Told in three parts—Naiad, 
Subimago, and Imago, alluding to the growth cycle of the 
mayflies so prevalent in the camp’s remote, wooded, lake loca-
tion—Margaret’s story is both heartbreaking and enraging; the 
particulars of power, status, and patriarchy that are at play are 
all too familiar, and their impact on Margaret’s life will be deeply 
felt. An eerie, almost dreamy lyricism resonates throughout, 
and repeated phrases lend a fairy-tale–like feel to this novel that 
is further segmented by frequent subheadings. Readers with an 
appreciation for the psychologically dark will enjoy the lushly 
developed sense of foreboding even as the twisting and turning 
plot is at times elusive. Margaret and Rose read as White; Nis-
reen is from Jordan, and Flor is from Venezuela.

A fierce, chilling, winding mystery. (Paranormal thriller. 14-18)

BEASTS AND BEAUTY
Dangerous Tales
Chainani, Soman
Illus. by Iredale, Julia
Harper/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-265263-8  

A volume that transports readers to 
a place where the lines between beastly 
natures and beautiful appearances can be 
difficult to discern.

Here are 12 familiar European fairy tales, folktales, and clas-
sic stories retold in ways that evoke elements of the traditional 
versions, populated by slightly different casts, and focusing on 
particular aspects of their usual forms. The tales include, among 
others, an ironically named Snow White with dark skin, perse-
cuted for the form her beauty takes; South Asian siblings who 
hopefully follow a trail of rosewater and saffron sweets after 
being left in the forest by their father and stepmother; and a 
beautiful brown-skinned prince cursed to appear as a beast and 
the Chinese girl who moves into his castle to spare her father’s 
life (the two of them bond over books). The entries are expertly 
crafted with a deep understanding of the source material and 
are updated with feminist sensibilities, the addition of some 
queer relationships, and the inclusion of racial and ethnic diver-
sity. Chainani’s writing is raw in what it lays bare on the page, 
perfectly appropriate to revisiting these beloved, ubiquitous 
stories that may have left readers with naïve expectations or 
dissatisfied conclusions. Chainani infuses his retellings with 
practicality while still evoking the wonder, terror, and magic of 
the fantasy realms. Final illustrations not seen.

For any lover of fairy tales who seeks alternative endings. 
(Fantasy. 11-adult)

SHATTERED MIDNIGHT
Clayton, Dhonielle
Disney-Hyperion (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-368-04642-8 
Series: Mirror, 2 

After Zora’s magic causes a deadly 
accident, the Black teen is sent to live 
with family in New Orleans at the height 
of the Roaring ’20s.

Eighteen-year-old Zora’s Aunt Celine 
insists that she prepare for the upcoming debutante season, but 
Zora has little interest in high-society functions or eligible bach-
elors. She sneaks out at night to perform for a jazz club’s packed 
crowd under the stage name Sweet Willow. Music is everything 
to Zora: a talent, a passion, and the conduit for the magic she’s 
inherited from her German grandmother, Mathilda, whom 
readers met in the multiple-authored series’ previous volume, 
Broken Wish (2020) by Julie C. Dao. But ever since she lost 
control and brought down an entire building in a moment of 

“Readers will enjoy the lushly developed sense of foreboding.”
i  am margaret moore
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righteous anger, Zora has been plagued by guilt and the fear of 
causing more harm. When Mama B, the local conjure woman, 
tells Zora that she can take away Zora’s magic, she agrees to 
give up music in return. Her resolve wavers, though, when she 
falls in love with Phillip, a charming White boy who shares her 
love for jazz and is determined to be with her despite the risks 
that come with interracial relationships. Secrets and promises 
are central themes, and, as in the previous volume, prejudice 
is a primary source of conflict—here in the form of racial seg-
regation. The clean, vivid prose and star-crossed romance will 
engage readers until the bittersweet end. 

A transportive and affecting tale. (Historical fantasy. 13-18)

BLACK BIRDS IN 
THE SKY 
The Story and Legacy of 
the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre
Colbert, Brandy
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-305666-4  

The Tulsa Race Massacre of 1921 was 
not only a devastating attack on one 
community, but part of a history of vio-

lence against African Americans.
The attack on the Greenwood District of Tulsa, Oklahoma, 

that began on May 31, 1921, was triggered in part by a mob of 
Whites seeking to punish an African American teenager for 
allegedly assaulting a White woman. However, this exploration 
shows that the violence that destroyed the thriving community 
known as Black Wall Street was part of a long history of brutal-
ity and displacement. In addition to describing the event itself 
and the subsequent active suppression of information about it, 
Colbert provides important context for the founding of Tulsa, 
as Muscogee (Creek) people who were forcibly removed from 
their land by the U.S. government settled there in 1833. The end 
of Reconstruction saw paroxysms of violence and the rise in dis-
criminatory laws against African Americans, and many sought 
sanctuary in Indian Territory. By weaving together many ele-
ments, this sophisticated volume makes clear that the destruc-
tion of Black property and lives in the Tulsa Race Massacre was 
not an isolated incident. Beginning with the author’s personal 
foreword and continuing throughout the detailed narrative, 
readers are guided to see the complex, interconnected nature 
of history. The clear, readable prose supports a greater under-
standing both of how and why incidents like the one in Tulsa 
happened and their exclusion from curriculum and conversa-
tions about U.S. history.

A compelling recounting that invites and encourages read-
ers to grapple with difficult history. (afterword, bibliography, 
sources, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

THINGS WE COULDN’T SAY
Coles, Jay
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-338-73418-8  

Abandonment issues abound in an 
emotional coming-out, coming-of-age, 
and coming-to-terms story.

When 17-year-old Giovanni Zander 
came out to his pastor father as bisexual, 
it didn’t go well. His best friends and 

stepmother are supportive, but his often drunk, very religious 
dad’s rejection of who Gio really is just exacerbates how he’s 
been feeling ever since his mother rejected their whole family 
and left when he was little. Gio’s never gotten over it, so when 
his birthmother finally reaches out, a lot goes through his head. 
This high-stress situation for a queer, Black pastor’s kid facing 
almost comically insensitive teachers in a tough Indiana neigh-
borhood is complicated even further by meeting David, a new 
White student who plays with him on the basketball team—and 
who may just be the one. David helps Gio through the bumpy 
ups and downs of his mother’s reinsertion of herself into his 
life, but even as this new romantic relationship flourishes, old 
wounds prove hard to overcome. There’s not much subtlety in 
Gio’s narration, in which heartbreak and hurt continually erupt 
from the seams of his mind and home, school, and community 
lives. Still, a bright spot for Gio and readers alike is the unlikely 
pairing of two boys who share music, basketball glory, and some 
desperately needed moments of intimacy.

A realistic depiction of challenging circumstances and first 
love. (Fiction. 12-18)

FEMINIST AF  
A Guide to Crushing 
Girlhood
Cooper, Brittney & Tanner, Chanel Craft & 
Morris, Susana
Norton Young Readers (240 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-324-00505-6  

Three members of the Crunk Femi-
nist Collective, a group of feminists of 

color, join forces to deliver a bold and thorough guidebook.
This title delivers wisdom and insight garnered from lived 

experiences and decades of research and practice in language 
that is mature but still accessible to young people. Divided 
into four major sections, the book touches on significant top-
ics, including race, sexuality, disability, body image, friendship 
and family dynamics, and more. Intersectional feminism is a 
throughline, with inclusive stories and comprehensive coun-
sel that provide knowledge, solidarity, comfort, and hope for 
its audience. Along with analyses of politics that address exis-
tence and survival across marginalized identities, the work dis-
cusses systems and structures that affect individual and societal 

“A necessary life companion for readers of all backgrounds.”
feminist af
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outcomes. The authors offer specific, relevant anecdotes from 
their own lives as well as the media and popular culture that 
reflect the complex issues that girls and nonbinary youth face, 
accompanied by thoughtful, compassionate, honest, and realis-
tic advice. Text boxes provide valuable background and context 
as well as recommendations of movies, TV shows, and books to 
check out. All these elements come together to create a work 
that reads like far more than just a handbook for a young femi-
nist’s journey but rather presents as a guide to life as a whole.

A necessary life companion for readers of all backgrounds. 
(glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

MAYBE WE’RE ELECTRIC
Emmich, Val
Poppy/Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-316-53570-0  

Tegan’s world was unraveling before 
Mac stumbled into the museum; tonight 
could change everything.

Tegan misses her father and disdains 
her mother, now happy with her live-in 
partner, Charlie. After a fight with her 

mom, Tegan’s taken refuge after hours at the Thomas Edison 
Center, where she’s been an intern. Born with just a thumb and 
ring finger on her left hand and perennially hyperaware of her 
appearance, she’s shocked and embarrassed when Mac, a class-
mate and popular jock, arrives—his hand bleeding—and asks 
her to call 911 to report a potential suicide. Tegan complies, 
then tends to his wound. She’s been crying and ran outside in 
old clothes but recognizes Mac is frazzled, too. At a loss, she 
gives him a museum tour. Over the long, snowy night, they con-
nect. Mac’s trusting willingness to share difficult life events 
disarms Tegan, awakening a yearning to share her own, more 
toxic secret despite the risk. Despite unnecessarily schematic 
plotting (key information is initially withheld), the story and 
characters will sustain reader interest. Emmich captures the 
excruciating self-consciousness and lacerating self-talk of ado-
lescence, magnified and relentlessly scrutinized through social 
media and here exacerbated by Tegan’s limb difference and frac-
tured family. Tegan’s struggles to reconcile her longing both for 
invisibility and to be seen and understood are compelling, famil-
iar, and moving. Most characters are presumed White; Charlie 
is Black, and Tegan’s best friend is Indian American.

An immersive, compassionate tale about coming-of-age in 
a single night. (Fiction. 14-18)

RISE UP! 
How You Can Join the 
Fight Against White 
Supremacy
Fleming, Crystal M.
Henry Holt (256 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-22638-9  

A clear and damning appraisal of the 
United States’ long-standing relationship 
with White supremacy––with actionable 

advice for readers to do better.
Educator, researcher, and sociologist Fleming draws from 

pop culture, data science, global history, and cultural studies, 
among an impressively wide range of disciplines and sources. 
This broad foundation represents well how ambitious this 
project truly is, accessibly delivering, as it does, a mountain 
of information to an audience of teen readers while utilizing a 
vocabulary and understanding of racial injustice that is inclu-
sive of the distinct yet overlapping experiences of Black, Indig-
enous, Asian, Latinx, and other people. From the racialization 
of Jews in Europe to the displacement and genocide of Indig-
enous peoples in the Americas, the text details the genealogy 
of racism and White supremacy while resisting a tradition of 
Whitewashing and omission. In this way, connections are easily 
drawn between past and present by way of close examination 
of the criminal justice system, media representation, contem-
porary sports, and racial biases in developing technologies. The 
author is a bisexual, cisgender, African American woman, and 
she explicitly calls upon her experiences to inform intersec-
tional, lived interpretations of racism and how to best oppose 
it. Through anecdotes and thorough research, Fleming leaves 
readers not just with a detailed account of the problems, but 
concludes with five things they can do to work toward justice.

A smart guide to understanding and living anti-racism. 
(note on language, notes, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

BATTLE OF THE BANDS 
Ed. by Gibaldi, Lauren & 
Smith, Eric
Candlewick (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5362-1433-8  

One night, 16 bands, even more 
stories.

It’s Battle of the Bands night at 
Raritan River High School in the New 
Jersey suburbs. Over the course of one 

hectic evening, emo, punk, solo keyboard, and other acts com-
pete for a shot at recording in a real studio, a big deal for kids 
with dreams of going pro. Each chapter focuses on a different 
student as their stories of music, friendship, family, and heart-
ache tightly interlock. A glance at the table of contents might 
make this seem like a collection of short stories; each titled 
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Jeff Zentner made a splash in 2016 with The Serpent King, 
a William C. Morris YA Debut Award winner. It established 
him as someone who writes sincere, lyrical stories that 
read like love letters to Tennessee and its people. With In 
the Wild Light (Crown, Aug. 10), he transports two teenag-
ers from rural East Tennessee to Connecticut. Best friends 
Cash and Delaney know poverty and the pain of families 
devastated by substance abuse. When Delaney’s scientific 
breakthrough earns her a scholarship to an elite boarding 
school, she insists that Cash be included. The teens must 
adjust to leaving a place of hardship—but also one of great 
natural beauty and one where they were anchored by Cash’s 
grandparents’ unconditional love for them both. In this new 
environment, they are challenged to figure out who they are 
and what they want, both within themselves and in relation 
to one another. Zentner, who works for the Tennessee De-
partment of Environment and Conservation, spoke with 
me over Zoom from his home in Nashville; the conversa-
tion has been edited for length and clarity.

Poetry unlocks something magical and profound for 
Cash. Why do you think poetry generally resonates with 
teens, unlike with many adults?
Here’s what I think is the deal with the way young peo-
ple connect to poetry versus the way adults connect—
or don’t connect—to poetry. Poetry is fundamentally 
about honoring wonder in the world: acknowledging 
it, naming it, identifying it, categorizing it, just making 
sense of the wonder. I think so many adults lose that 
sense of wonder because of the demands of our lives. 
You forget, as you step outside, to think about the won-
der of the fact that we are on a globe of rocks spinning 
through the vast cosmos, that black, cold vacuum of 
space. And yet, we are cocooned in this atmosphere that 
allows us to wear a T-shirt outside and still be sweating. 
If you’re an adult who can maintain [everyday won-
der], I think you’re drawn to poetry. Teenagers are on 
the cusp of adulthood; they have this kind of childlike 
wonder [and] this very adult cognitive ability to process 
that sense of wonder. That adds up to people who love 
and connect deeply with poetry. I wrote bad poetry as a 
teenager—and that’s another thing that you lose as you 
get into adulthood. You develop this sense of shame, 
and you don’t create with as free a hand.

People in other parts of the country hold a lot of 
misconceptions and stereotypes about the South. 
Do you think about pushing back against this as 
you’re writing?
I don’t think about it a lot, because I know my people; 
I know their quirks, their characteristics, their foibles. 
I know where they’re strong and where they’re weak, 
and I trust that if I portray them truly and accurately 
and honor their humanity in every way that it will add 
up to a portrait that is nuanced, complicated, not eas-

Annie Clark

WORDS WITH...

Jeff Zentner
Poetry provides a lifeline and road map for a Tennessee teen in 
Zentner’s latest 
BY LAURA SIMEON
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ily flattened into one-dimensional stereotypes. My pro-
cess makes that a little bit easier in that I really start 
with character—to the point that I do not even put pen 
to paper until I’ve had characters living in my head for 
months. I know them so well that to tell their story is 
them telling me their story; they very much drive the nar-
rative. I trust that process to purge stereotypes and to 
create flesh-and-blood characters who will live on the 
page and will exist as real people.

Speaking of which, I loved Delaney’s confidence in 
her own intellect and her right to be at Middleford 
Academy.
If I wrote my characters’ stories instead of my charac-
ters telling me what to write, I would have had Delaney 
be a lot more tentative, like Cash. I would have had her 
doubting herself. But Delaney told me that that wasn’t 
the way she was going to go into that experience.

The blossoming friendship between Cash and Alex was 
very special, too. I appreciated the rare representation 
of a working-class Asian American character in Alex.
One thing that I think about a lot is social class in Amer-
ica, particularly the growing class divide. I lived in rural 
Brazil for a couple of years as a young man. It was an ex-
tremely impoverished area, but what was really striking 
to me was [that] you would have a house that was built 
from scavenged boards next to this beautiful three-story 
house. They’d pour concrete along the top of the walls 
and embed broken glass so people couldn’t climb over. 
You’d have the 1% and the 99% and nothing in between. 
It worries me that America is heading toward that. I 
think one of the reasons is that those in a position to 
make changes to our society do a really good job of pit-
ting folks in similar economic classes against each other 
and fostering resentment. That’s something I wanted 
to speak to a little bit: I wanted to show two kids from 
roughly similar economic backgrounds—they’re both 
scholarship kids at a school where kids take private jets 
in from Dubai [and] vacation in Switzerland and the 
Maldives. I wanted to show how they could transcend 
differences; the commonalities occasioned by their eco-
nomic circumstances allow them to overcome barriers.

Has your approach to writing changed over the years?
Now I’m just more aware of what’s out there. I have 
a better sense of what ground has been trod. The Ser-
pent King is, in a lot of ways, a strange YA book, I’m told, 

because I dealt with religion on the page—at the time 
not many YA books [did]. I didn’t know that because I 
hadn’t read a lot of YA. I figured [religion] is such a part 
of the fabric of our society, surely it’s been dealt with in 
YA. I’ll do my spin on it. Another thing is writing it in 
third-person past tense—an unusual choice for YA, but 
it felt natural. Of course, all my other books have been 
in first-person present; now I’ve read YA, and I know 
that that works. Maybe I just got lucky in The Serpent 
King and I’m not going to tempt fate again. I do come 
to each new novel now with a far greater awareness of 
what is out there.

What have you struggled with as a writer?
One of the things I struggled with early on was feeling 
like I needed to write every kind of story that I love, 
when in fact there is a certain type of story that I love 
[to read], and there’s a certain type of story that I write. 
There’s substantial overlap, but there’s also a huge swath 
of stories that I love that I’m not supposed to write for 
whatever reason. Maybe my experience doesn’t qualify 
me to write it, maybe I just don’t think in the right way. 
I love fantasy; I don’t think I’m supposed to write a fan-
tasy. And so I write these coming-of-age stories about 
Southern kids, usually misfits, usually creative types—
the type of kid that I was and that I would like to see 
reflected in my books. 

In the Wild Light received a starred review in the June 15, 
2021, issue.
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chapter is penned by a different young adult author, together 
forming a diverse cast of contributors (and protagonists). How-
ever, each story takes place around the same event, in the same 
place, with the same characters and bands flitting through as 
the various individuals share their stories. This impressive col-
lection manages to sustain its jubilant energy, and each author’s 
distinct voice shines through without the whole feeling at all 
inconsistent. The stories are original enough to keep readers 
turning pages, while the overall conceit—drama both on and off 
stage—ties it all together. Without being able to hear the music, 
the original song lyrics in italics throughout are less interesting, 
however. 

An impressive feat impeccably pulled off. (contributor list) 
(Fiction. 12-18)

PASSPORT
Glock, Sophia
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $17.99 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-316-45898-6
978-0-316-45900-6 paper  

Navigating high school is hard 
enough, let alone when your parents are 
CIA spies.

In this graphic memoir, U.S. citizen 
Glock shares the remarkable story of a childhood spent mov-
ing from country to country; abiding by strange, secretive 
rules; and the mystery of her parents’ occupations. By the time 
she reaches high school in an unspecified Central American 
nation—the sixth country she’s lived in—she’s begun to feel the 
weight of isolation and secrecy. After stealing a peek at a let-
ter home to her parents from her older sister, who is attending 
college in the States, the pieces begin to fall into place. Normal 
teenage exploration and risk-taking, such as sneaking out to 
parties and flirtations with boys, feel different when you live 
and go to school behind locked gates and kidnapping is a real 
risk. This story, which was vetted by the CIA, follows the author 
from childhood to her eventual return to a home country that 
in many ways feels foreign. It considers the emotional impact 
of familial secrets and growing up between cultures. The soft 
illustrations in a palette of grays and peaches lend a nostalgic air, 
and Glock’s expressive faces speak volumes. This is a quiet, con-
templative story that will leave readers yearning to know more 
and wondering what intriguing details were, of necessity, edited 
out. Glock and many classmates at her American school read as 
White; other characters are Central American locals.

A truth-is-stranger-than-fiction story about a lost soul 
finding her way. (Graphic memoir. 13-18)

NAMES IN A JAR
Gold, Jennifer
Second Story Press (336 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-77260-207-4  

Sisterhood and survival in Poland 
during the Holocaust.

Polish Jews Anna and Lina find them-
selves swept into the Warsaw ghetto 
in 1940 when the Germans invade. In 
alternating first-person narration, read-

ers get a glimpse into less-familiar Holocaust experiences as 
12-year-old Anna first smuggles food into the ghetto and then is 
herself smuggled to safety with kindly Christian farmers, while 
Lina, her older sister, becomes a forger and later endures Tre-
blinka. Lina’s story horrifies in expected ways, with starvation, 
death, and a sadistic Nazi supervisor, but Anna also encounters 
depravity and bodily harm as well as romance and develops a 
love for medicine and science. Despite hardships, neither sister 
gives up; indeed, staying alive for Anna keeps Lina going. The 
opening, narrated by Anna’s adult self, lessens the suspense; 
readers know going into the novel that her survival is a given. 
Secondary characters show heroism in ways large and small; 
moments when Anna and Lina express sympathy for individual 
Nazis, thus humanizing those characters, may not be credible 
to readers. Both Anna and Lina become romantically involved 
with Christian men. Minor but pervasive inaccuracies will likely 
be ignored by many readers eager for a novel in this genre, and 
there are powerful moments here despite those issues. All char-
acters are light-skinned. Hebrew and Yiddish terms are defined 
in the text.

The Holocaust always makes for a moving read; this will 
succeed on that alone. (historical note) (Historical fiction. 14-18)

PIECE BY PIECE
The Story of Nisrin’s Hijab
Huq, Priya
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (224 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-4197-4016-9
978-1-4197-4019-0 paper  

After a traumatic experience, Nisrin 
decides to wear a hijab; however, the road 
to asserting her identity is not that simple.

It’s 2002 in Oregon, and anti-Muslim sentiments are on the 
rise. Muslim Bangladeshi American Nisrin and her best friend, 
Firuzeh, who is cued as Iranian and Black, become victims of 
a gruesome hate crime at the end of eighth grade. Afterward, 
Nisrin, who lives with her single mother and maternal grand-
parents, slowly recuperates physically and mentally. When she 
enters high school, Nisrin decides to wear the hijab, partly as an 
act of resistance. This is met with a mix of concern and strong 
disapproval, especially from her domineering grandfather. 

“Remarkable storytelling presents a multilayered struggle 
around identity and power in an anti-Muslim climate.”

piece by piece
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Neither Nisrin’s mother nor grandmother are hijabi, and Nisrin 
herself only starts actively learning about Islam after this point. 
She struggles at school with discrimination from teachers and 
fellow students alike, made worse because Firuzeh seems to be 
avoiding her as well. As family tensions rise, Nisrin learns more 
about her family’s past and Bangladeshi history, context that 
helps her understand her family’s complicated feelings about 
her decision. This gripping graphic novel is fast-paced and dra-
matic, with full-color illustrations that intensify the heightened 
emotions. The darkness is tempered by a happy ending, with 
friendships—both old and new—blossoming, a family growing 
closer, and a teenager finding more peace in her own skin.

Remarkable storytelling presents a multilayered struggle 
around identity and power in an anti-Muslim climate. (infor-
mation about Bangladesh) (Graphic fiction. 13-16)

WHY WE FLY
Jones, Kimberly & Segal, Gilly
Sourcebooks Fire (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4926-7892-2  

The senior year of best friends and 
cheer squad members Eleanor “Leni” 
Greenberg and Chanel Rose “Nelly” 
Irons is upended by their decision to 
kneel during the national anthem.

Narrated in alternating chapters 
by Leni, who is White and Jewish, and Nelly, who is from an 
upwardly mobile African American family, the book chronicles 
the girls’ senior year as they navigate the pressures of elite high 
school sports, family expectations, college admissions, and the 
consequences of their burgeoning social activism. When Cody 
Knight, a professional football player and graduate of their 
Atlanta, Georgia, high school, is disciplined for taking a knee 
in contravention of a new rule, the girls rally their cheerleading 
team to take a knee during a high school football game in soli-
darity against police brutality. Predictably, it is Nelly who bears 
the brunt of the ensuing backlash, threatening all that she’s 
worked for. Leni’s romantic relationship with Sam “Three” Wal-
ters, a light-skinned African American student who serves as 
captain of the school’s football team, complicates their friend-
ship while offering an opportunity for readers to explore some 
of the political differences that exist within the African Ameri-
can community. The premise is timely, and the novel abounds 
with details that attempt to build authenticity; unfortunately, 
the characterization at times feels two-dimensional and lacking 
in shading and nuance. 

Inspired by recent events, this novel will spark dia-
logue about race, class, privilege, and performative activism. 
(authors’ note) (Fiction. 14-18)

REVOLUTION IN 
OUR TIME 
The Black Panther 
Party’s Promise to the People
Magoon, Kekla
Candlewick (400 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5362-1418-5  

An account of the origins and lasting 
impact of the militant organization that 

grew out of the oppression of Blacks in the United States.
The Black Panther Party existed in mostly poor and low-

income communities across the country from 1966 until 1982, 
advocating self-reliance and self-defense, particularly against 
aggressive policing. Magoon provides critical historical context, 
documenting the harsh, sometimes deadly efforts to control first 
the enslaved, then those who were freed when legal bondage 
ended. Despite legal changes brought by the civil rights move-
ment, many communities suffered economic deprivation, soci-
etal challenges, and hostility from police and politicians, leading 
activists to see Black political power as an alternative. The Pan-
thers took a holistic approach to improving Black communities 
by providing food, health, and education programs. Their rising 
influence elicited harassment from law enforcement, including 
often illegal FBI attempts to destroy them. Many of their leaders 
were imprisoned or killed in the process, weakening the party’s 
effectiveness. This comprehensive, meticulously researched vol-
ume helps readers understand the Panthers within the spectrum 
of Black resistance. The narrative is cinematic in its descriptions 
of the personalities and incidents that make up the party’s history 
while presenting a throughline to the anti-racist activism of today. 
The book’s attractive graphic design, with ample use of robin’s 
egg blue in contrast to dramatic black-and-white photographs, 
and with memorable quotes scattered throughout, makes it visu-
ally pleasing.

The highly readable and not-to-be-missed story of Ameri-
ca’s history and current reality. (key people, timeline, glossary, 
further reading, source notes, bibliography, image credits, 
index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

STARS, HIDE YOUR FIRE
McDonald, Kel
Illus. by the author & Pimienta, Jose
Iron Circus Comics (162 pp.) 
$15.00  |  Oct. 6, 2021
978-1-945820-89-2  

Two friends get trapped in a malevo-
lent fairy’s spell. 

Cautious ninth grader Darra and her 
frustrated, antsy friend Andrea both feel 
trapped in their old factory town outside 

of Boston. Darra’s mom is pressuring her to study nonstop when 
all Darra wants is a break, while Andrea just can’t wait to move 
away. After exploring an old factory, Andrea meets a seductive, 
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floating woman named Carmen who claims to be “a member 
of the fair folke.” Simultaneously, Darra meets a young man 
named Liam who tells her that he made a deal with Carmen to 
stay young forever, but he’s been trying to trap her and send 
her back through a fairy ring ever since he learned that she gets 
her magic through harming others. Liam recruits Darra to his 
cause, but she meets resistance from Andrea, who is thoroughly 
charmed by Carmen. Only when Carmen attacks Darra and 
Darra gets stuck in Carmen’s manipulation of time does Andrea 
band together with Liam to stop Carmen once and for all. Darra 
is hinted to be of Asian descent, and Andrea is racially ambigu-
ous and implied to be queer—disappointing missed opportu-
nities for explicit representation. Liam and Carmen present 
White. The dark, chalky color palette grates, with occasional 
high-contrast spreads that give the illustrations a pulpy feel but 
are ultimately jarring and unpleasant. The be-careful-what-you-
wish-for messaging is muddled, Carmen’s villainy is too simple 
to be compelling, and both the characters and worldbuilding 
are generally underdeveloped. 

Overthought yet underwhelming. (Graphic urban fantasy. 
12-16)

NEEDLE & THREAD
Pinckney, David
Illus. by Iurov, Ennun Ana
Mad Cave Studios (212 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-952303-23-4  

Two young artists seize a chance to 
showcase their talents in the hopes of 
pursuing their dreams.

High school senior Noah sews and 
dreams of designing costumes. Already 

notorious among peers for making his own clothes and cos-
tumes for parties, Noah wants to go to art school and perfect 
his craft, but his parents are opposed. Despite their objections, 
Noah applies to his dream school along with their approved, tra-
ditional universities. One day he bumps into Azarie, a classmate 
who is the popular lead cheerleader. She secretly nurtures a love 
of comic books and aspires to be an actress, to the dismay of her 
strict, status-conscious parents and friends. Azarie ends up pro-
posing that the two of them collaborate to create a cosplay cos-
tume she can wear in a contest, thus showing others who they 
truly are. While working together, they find a wider community 
of artists, and a friendship grows—but so does others’ animos-
ity toward their bond. The storyline offers a sweet, albeit famil-
iar, narrative. The protagonists’ main conflict—the disapproval 
of their parents—reads as a not-very-subtle plot device that 
would have benefited from more development. However, the 
illustrations bring life to the graphic novel, particularly when 
it comes to the characters’ sartorial creativity, demonstrating 
the range of Noah’s talent. Noah is Black; Azarie is White, and 
background characters are ethnically diverse.

A charming effort with a positive message about being 
true to oneself. (Graphic fiction. 12-16)

THE GRIMROSE GIRLS 
Pohl, Laura
Sourcebooks Fire (384 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2021
978-1-72822-887-7 
Series: Grimrose Girls, 1 

Four reimagined fairy-tale heroines 
must confront their inner demons to 
break a curse.

Ella, Yuki, and Rory attend the pres-
tigious Grimrose Académie for Elite Stu-

dents in the Swiss Alps. They are currently grieving the death of 
one of their best friends, and while Ari’s death by drowning has 
been deemed either an accident or suicide, her closest friends 
have their doubts. When they find an old book of fairy tales 
hidden in Ari’s things, full of strange annotations in her hand-
writing, the girls start working—along with new student Nani—
to investigate Ari’s suspicious death. As they put together the 
pieces and discover other deaths that happened at Grimrose, 
they start to wonder if there was magic involved in Ari’s death—
magic that may also be at the core of their very lives, cursing 
them to unhappy endings. Grief, identity, and friendship inter-
sect in this enthralling mystery with dark magical undertones 
that ingeniously plays with fairy-tale tropes to tell a feminist 
story about empowerment and grappling with how to break 
away from the confines of societal expectations of girls. Remi-
niscent of the works of Anna-Marie McLemore and Elana K. 
Arnold, this book ends with the promise of more to come. The 
main cast is queer and features diversity in disability and mental 
health. Rory and Ella default to White; Yuki’s name cues her as 
Japanese, and Nani is Black and Native Hawaiian. 

Fans of empowering feminist fairy-tale retellings will love 
this. (Fantasy. 14-18)

FINDING REFUGE
Real-Life Immigration 
Stories From Young People
Ed. by Rouse, Victorya
Zest Books/Lerner (264 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5415-8160-9  

In her classroom in Spokane, Wash-
ington, Rouse teaches immigrants from 
all over the world how to speak English.

She asks her students to write their 
“coming to America stories,” in which they narrate, in Eng-
lish, their journey to the United States. This anthology offers 
a selection of those essays, which Rouse herself has collected 
and edited from current and former students, some of whom 
arrived in the U.S. as long ago as the 1970s. The refugee con-
tributors are originally from Libya, Somalia, Syria, Iraq, Mexico, 
Moldova, and Ukraine, among other countries. Each chapter 
begins with facts about the writer’s country of origin, includ-
ing a brief but thorough history of the place as well as a section 
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which describes the specific dangers that forced families to 
make the hard choice to flee their homelands. Some of the writ-
ers dreamed about coming to the U.S. before they arrived, while 
many others wanted to stay where they lived. Some profiles con-
tain captioned photographs that connect with and briefly clar-
ify the content presented in the personal accounts, with varying 
degrees of effectiveness. The essays in the book are detailed, 
well written, and heartfelt, infusing much-needed humanity 
into an issue that is often discussed purely through statistics. 
Rouse’s conclusion offers additional context about refugees in 
the U.S. and specific advice to young people for making refugees 
feel welcome in their neighborhoods. 

A beautifully curated anthology presenting the voices of 
refugees. (source notes, further reading, index) (Nonfiction. 
12-18)

ARISTOTLE AND 
DANTE DIVE INTO THE 
WATERS OF THE WORLD 
Sáenz, Benjamin Alire
Simon & Schuster (544 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-9619-4 
Series: Aristotle and Dante 

As the final year of high school 
approaches, Ari and Dante explore their 
love for each other—and their love for 

others—in Sáenz’s long-awaited sequel to 2012’s Aristotle and 
Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe.

For Ari, his world’s beginning to open up. After years of 
silence, his father begins to share more about his experiences 
in Vietnam and the ensuing trauma, rebuilding their relation-
ship. Once a nuisance in Ari’s life, Gina and Susie now seem like 
the allies he needs to flourish, leading to even more potential 
friendships in surprising ways. And then there’s Dante, the boy 
who “found me in a swimming pool one day and changed my 
life.” Embarking on a relationship, Ari and Dante navigate the 
joys (a camping trip that takes their journey to a new level) and 
pains (uncertainties about life after high school) of young love. 
Throughout, the harsh truths of life circle the two young men: 
the specter of Ari’s imprisoned brother, who makes a memora-
ble appearance; questions of what constitutes one’s sexual and 
cultural identities (“We’ll never be Mexican enough. We’ll never 
be American enough”); and the AIDS pandemic, whose trem-
ors fill the airwaves and affect their community. Sáenz packs a 
whole lot into these pages, but it’s a testament to the characters 
that he’s created that it never feels like too much. There’s an 
unhurried quality to the author’s wistful, tender prose that feels 
utterly intimate. 

Messily human and sincerely insightful. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE STRANGE DEATH OF 
ALEX RAYMOND
Sim, Dave & Grubaugh, Carson
Illus. by the authors
Living the Line Publishing (320 pp.) 
$39.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-73686-050-2  

A metaphysical examination of 20th-
century comics artists takes an odd turn.

With both metafictive and meta-
physical slants, this exploration of mid-

century photorealistic comics artists introduces Jack, a pretty 
young White woman working at Local Heroes Comic Books & 
Graphic Novels. She finds a strange comic on the counter called 

“The Strange Death of Alex Raymond,” and as she finishes 
reading it, the next issue suddenly appears. Chronicling the 
untimely death of artist Raymond, Sim and Grubaugh’s work 
transports readers along a comprehensive and dense history 
of the photorealistic style and the cadre of artists that shaped 
its evolution. However, about halfway through, the narrative 
switches course, eliminating Jack almost entirely and instead 
drawing increasingly tenuous and esoterically obsessive links 
to Gone With the Wind author Margaret Mitchell. As the title 
dives down these rabbit holes, the text increasingly descends 
into incomprehensibility, punctuated with recursive chants and 
repetitive numerology. This devolution makes further reading 
extremely challenging, as intricate panels become cramped and 
text bubbles obscured. The finely detailed, highly stylized art, 
however, is beyond masterful and a true accomplishment. Ulti-
mately, this is overly complex for a casual comics history buff 
and perhaps best appreciated by an academic audience. 

Exhaustive but exhausting. (Graphic fiction. 17-adult)

TONIGHT WE RULE 
THE WORLD 
Smedley, Zack
Page Street (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64567-332-3  

Ignoring things won’t make them go 
away. 

Told in nonlinear chapters, the story 
follows Owen, a bisexual high schooler 
from small-town Pennsylvania who is on 

the autism spectrum. Owen is raped by someone he knows inti-
mately while on the school’s annual trip for seniors. Covering 
for the perpetrator causes stress across many areas of Owen’s 
life, from his relationship with his ex-military father—a man 
who is not proactively addressing his PTSD—to his friends and 
his girlfriend, Lily. Once the rapist’s identity is discovered, the 
novel follows Owen in the immediate aftermath of the assault. 
The story is superbly told, and readers will be simultaneously 
on the edges of their seats as the narrative slowly draws closer 
to revealing the rapist’s identity and saddened by the waves of 

“Messily human and sincerely insightful.”
aristotle and dante dive into the waters of the world
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emotional and physical abuse Owen endures as he attempts to 
make the sexual assault investigation disappear. Other themes, 
such as Owen’s slow emergence from the closet and the mile-
stone of his driver’s license, add additional complexity and 
humanity in support of the main storyline. Book clubs and dis-
cussion groups will have a lot to ponder. Backmatter directing 
readers to sexual assault resources would have elevated the title 
even further. The main characters are White; there is diversity 
in the supporting cast.

Stellar and haunting. (author’s note) (Fiction. 14-18)

HOMELESS
Youth Living on the Streets
Snyder, Gail
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$31.95  |  Aug. 1, 2021
978-1-67820-170-8  

A mix of anecdotes, news excerpts, 
statistics, and descriptions of social pro-
grams comprises this investigation into 
homelessness. 

Sections of this brief overview cover 
such topics as “Homelessness Among the LGBTQ Community,” 

“Hunger, Abuse, and Mental Illness,” and “Homeless and in Col-
lege.” Stock photos of attractive, ethnically diverse teens suf-
fering attractively keep the material visually interesting. A few 
examples present the ubiquity of homelessness among even the 
somewhat famous: a former presidential candidate’s husband, 
an American Idol contestant, a running back for the Oakland 
Raiders. The seriousness of the dangers is often weirdly elided. 

“The Failures of Foster Care” mentions foster parents who are 
“stern and demanding” and only vaguely hints at possible trau-
mas encountered in that setting. Teens who come out, readers 
learn, may become homeless if “their news is met with disap-
proval,” a passive way of framing the rejection of young queer 
people by their families. Only human traffickers are presented 
as particularly scary. Given this relatively danger-free recita-
tion of risks, it’s perhaps unsurprising that the work concludes 
that fixing homelessness will, in addition to support from the 
government and community organizations, “take a change in 
attitude by many people who are homeless” who “need to stop 
thinking of their situations as hopeless and to adopt the atti-
tudes of ” formerly homeless individuals who have achieved suc-
cess, a message that reads like victim blaming.

Unhoused kids deserve a better exploration of their chal-
lenges and successes. (source notes, organizations and web-
sites, further research, index, picture credits) (Nonfiction. 12-16)

NEEDLEWORK
Watts, Julia
Three Rooms Press (288 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-953103-07-9  

A gay teen drags it up as Dolly Parton. 
With one parent incarcerated and the 

other struggling with addiction, 17-year-
old Kody lives with Nanny, his maternal 
grandmother, in her Morgan, Kentucky, 
modular home. Between watching The 

Golden Girls, church on Sundays, and working on sewing proj-
ects together, the two have a lot in common. But, close as they 
are, Nanny doesn’t know Kody’s greatest secrets: He’s gay, and 
he has a ritual Dolly Dress-Up Hour when she’s not home. A 
third secret comes to light when a surprise Facebook message 
connects Kody, who is White, with Macey, the 15-year-old half 
sister he knew nothing about. Yet another surprise for Kody, 
given that the town is almost entirely White, is that Macey’s 
late father was Black. The siblings meet across state lines where 
Macey lives in Knoxville, Tennessee, and get to know each 
other. Macey believes she might be bisexual, and her family’s 
casual acceptance surprises Kody. But the more they connect, 
the more Kody’s personal secrets—and his family’s own closely 
kept secrets—begin to unravel. Watts’ latest contemporary 
Appalachian story movingly melds identity exploration with 
more prominent themes of addiction, family, faith, and rac-
ism. Though she doesn’t skirt away from uncomfortable situa-
tions or harsh realities, the overall tone is hopeful—not unlike 
a Dolly Parton song itself. Although the end of the novel feels 
too rushed, the rural setting and community are richly drawn.

A would-be “Backwoods Barbie” tale with a whole lot of 
heart. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE LAST LEGACY
Young, Adrienne
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-250-82372-4  

Since the moment Bryn was born, 
she was destined to take her place among 
the Roths.

Even after her parents died and she 
was taken to live with her great-aunt 
Sariah in Nimsmire, far away from the 

filth of the big city and the infamous Roth reputation, Bryn 
was destined to eventually become wrapped up in her fam-
ily’s less-than-proper line of work—which was the cause of her 
parents’ deaths. When she returns to the city of Bastian on 
her 18th birthday, something she has eagerly anticipated after 
growing up in a small city under Sariah’s watchful eye, she is 
finally forced to come to terms with her identity and assume 
her rightful position in her family’s mysterious business. This 
feat would have been difficult enough on its own, for Bryn isn’t 

“Movingly melds identity exploration with themes 
of addiction, family, faith, and racism.”

needlework
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accustomed to her family members’ crude behavior, but she 
certainly isn’t prepared to meet the handsome, strong, brood-
ing silversmith in her family’s employ; Ezra Finch definitely 
complicates things. This fast-paced tale with a Victorian feel-
ing is filled with an abundance of scandal, high fashion, intrigue, 
and, of course, romance. While the large cast of characters is at 
times difficult to keep straight and the plot-driven prose would 
have benefited from more worldbuilding detail, the delight-
fully swoonworthy love story will keep readers engaged and the 
pages turning eagerly as they hurtle toward the book’s satisfying 
conclusion. Characters are White by default.

An entertaining story of forbidden love, family drama, and 
elegant couture. (family tree) (Fiction. 14-18)



indie
WHAT, IF ANYTHING, 
IS OUT THERE?
We May Not Be Alone
Abel, Gene P.
Indigo River Publishing (94 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-1-950906-89-5

A report that asserts the existence of 
extraterrestrial activity in Earth’s airspace.

Spurred by recent acknowledgments 
of numerous unidentified aircraft sight-

ings by the U.S. Department of Defense, retired Army veteran 
Abel wrote this largely referential and thought-provoking text 
about his captivation with UFOs. He begins by drawing on 
various sources regarding the Roswell, New Mexico, incident 
in July 1947, in which debris from a downed aircraft was recov-
ered by a military contingent. Sampling a number of published 
articles, books, and officially reported incidents, Abel writes 
with authority on various theories that, for decades, Earth has 
been repeatedly visited by alien life forms in advanced space-
craft. Chapters on subsequent UFO sightings from military 
and space-travel personnel chronicle incidents from the 1950s 
to the current century. The author shares these accounts with 
exacting detail, telling of the “nine-foot triangle” that wit-
nesses said landed in a forest in eastern England and a wave of 
sightings at 80 locations across Belgium in 1989. He also notes 
the establishment of the Unidentified Aerial Phenomena Task 
Force in August 2020 and approvingly comments that the U.S. 
government now “seems to be more forthcoming with sen-
sitive information.” In a concluding section, drawn wholly 
from Abel’s own analysis and perspective as a military veteran, 
he issues cautionary assertions about future alien visitations, 
which he sees as inevitable, and the courses that the world 
should take if such theoretical encounters are benevolent or 
aggressive. Overall, Abel’s direct and dutifully researched nar-
rative will leave both believers and skeptics with much food 
for thought.

An engaging and sometimes chilling update on UFO–
sighting controversies.

BABY OUT OF WEDLOCK by Jim Braz & Jessica Braz ..................161

HE GETS THAT FROM ME by Jacqueline Friedland ........................165

THE CULTURE PUZZLE by Mario Moussa & Derek Newberry & 
Greg Urban ......................................................................................... 172

THE GHOSTS OF BELCOURT CASTLE by Harle H. Tinney ...........176

IN THE AFTERMATH by Jane Ward .................................................176

WHEN EMILY WENT MISSING by Michael Weems ........................ 177

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

IN THE AFTERMATH
Ward, Jane
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-64-742193-9
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ACT OF NEGLIGENCE
A Doc Brady Mystery
Bishop, John
Mantid Press (282 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jun. 15, 2021
978-1-73425-116-6

An orthopedic surgeon and amateur 
sleuth investigates the mysterious deaths 
of a succession of nursing home residents.

Prolific Houston author Bishop con-
tinues his charming, addictively suspense-

ful mystery series with this fourth volume, which finds Dr. Jim 
Bob Brady uncovering evidence of lethal malpractice at a care 
facility. It has become a common practice for Pleasant View Nurs-
ing Home to refer its most infirm patients to University Hospital 
for evaluation, with most in their final days and too ill to sur-
vive the transfer. The latest patients are two aging women with 
Alzheimer’s disease referred to Brady by his colleague Dr. James 
Morgenstern. But upon examination, Brady discovers ques-
tionable cognitive abilities and a strange bone trauma. Brady’s 
sense of justice is alerted that something is indeed awry. The 
situation becomes especially dire when one woman dies inex-
plicably on the operating table, followed by other deaths that 
confound and horrify Brady and his colleagues. This becomes 
a distressing pattern, and after finding curious autopsy details 
on both the bodies and the physiology of the brains, Brady goes 
to the medical director at Pleasant View Nursing Home, Dr. 
Ted Frazier, for answers. In true form, Brady then digs deeper 
into the mystery by discreetly investigating the facility and 
its controversial, experimental brain tissue nerve regenerative 
treatments. Brady’s adventures in medical justice are reliably 
co-helmed by his longtime wife of 27 years, Mary Louise. As in 
previous volumes, she truly grounds her husband both emotion-
ally and psychologically, guiding him toward resolutions he may 
not have embraced on his own. Key to Bishop’s series success is 
consistency in narrative technique, readable prose, and strong 
plotting. As the story progresses and Brady draws closer to the 
unethical inner machinations of the nursing home, the author 
is mindful to explain the often intriguing medical terminology 
in plain speech, together with the various challenges to contem-
porary medical ethics, ensuring that lay readers don’t get lost in 
the translation. Brady is at his investigatory best in this entry, 
even when his life hangs in the balance in the tale’s thrilling 
showdown, which pits him against the misguided and murder-
ous culprit behind the baffling deaths.

Another terrific addition to this winning medical thriller 
series starring an indefatigable physician.

“BELIEVE”
Dealing With Job Search 
Stress and Preparing 
for a Job Search in an 
Imperfect World
Blacker, M.B.
Self (226 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Dec. 17, 2020
978-1-73-603540-5

A guide focuses on the search for 
employment in a changing job market.

The owner of a firm that assists job seekers, Blacker fer-
vently believes the workplace is undergoing a dramatic shift: 

“Part-time, contractual, and temporary work and multiple 
sources of income is the new paradigm for this decade and per-
haps beyond.” This reality, writes the author, not only demands 
new search tactics, it also leads to a higher stress level for the 
job seeker. That is why Blacker begins his job search manual 
by concentrating largely on attitude and stress. “Believe” is an 
acronym for “seven aspects of developing methods for manag-
ing stress, anxiety, and self-esteem.” The author devotes the 
first four chapters to basic psychology, emphasizing the need to 
maintain a positive attitude and ward off discouragement. He 
liberally cites and summarizes information about attitude from 
acclaimed self-improvement authors such as John C. Maxwell 
and Wayne Dyer, weaving in their views to lend credibility to 
his own argument. A subsequent practical discussion of stress 
includes a list of “Warning Signs of Job Search Stress” as well 
as two immersive exercises to help focus one’s thinking and 
analyze negative thoughts that heighten anxiety. Time man-
agement is also addressed because “most job seekers do not 
understand how to manage time.” Here again, Blacker draws 
on material from other experts; he also references some of his 
own time management techniques. While the author is diligent 
about slanting the content in the first part of the book to job 
seekers, his advice could easily apply more broadly to any reader.

The second half of the volume specifically centers on job 
search tactics, covering the typical elements one might expect, 
such as cover letters, resumes, and interviews. A useful chapter 
highlights job search trends. Blacker discusses the emergence 
of the “Personal Job Search Marketing Portfolio” and details 
how resumes and cover letters have changed, showing some 
examples. He wisely notes that there is “a resurgence of under-
standing and promoting ‘soft skills’ ”—work ethic, depend-
ability, self-motivation, and the like. One of the most valuable 
chapters in the book concerns the job interview. The author 
enumerates 12 types of interviews, choosing seven of them to 
cover in further detail. Blacker’s descriptions of the interview 
types are particularly helpful because they emphasize what 
to watch out for. A telephone screening interview, writes the 
author, will often include a “zinger” question “designed to take 
you out of your comfort zone,” while a group interview with 
multiple interviewers is “designed to be stressful and even 
confusing.” Thankfully, Blacker includes solid suggestions for 
handling such interview situations, supplemented by two com-
prehensive worksheets. In closing the book, the author offers 
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a clear-minded assessment of the gig economy and provides 
some parting job search tips. This manual is different from the 
standard job search guide because it emphasizes the upsetting 
aspects of seeking employment. Blacker is certainly empa-
thetic, but even so, it seems inevitable that looking for a job 
will provoke anxiety.

Informed observations and levelheaded advice to help 
deal with current employment realities.

NANA, THE YOGA 
TEACHING GNOME
Boehl, Jennifer Lang
Illus. by Roperos, Lemuel Paul
CreateSpace (24 pp.)
$9.99 paper  |  Feb. 3, 2017
978-1-5427-3545-2

Two elves collect a group of woodland 
creatures on their way to a yoga class in 
this rhyming fairy tale with yoga elements.

Emily and Josephine, described as living in the woods and 
depicted with pointed elfin ears, set off to visit Nana in time to 
take part in her yoga class. Neither know the way, so they get 
directions from a sparrow, then a fox, an owl, and a fly. Both the 
sparrow and fox practice yoga poses with the pair before joining 
them; the owl confesses that a yoga class might “get rid of my 
stress,” and the fly just wants to be included in the fun. When a 
troll stands between the travelers and Nana’s class, they invite 
him to take part. Boehl’s smooth, rhyming text is laid out in 
paragraph format, making it hard to spot the rhyming couplets, 
and the typeface may be hard for younger readers to decipher. 
Independent readers, however, will enjoy the inventive rhymes, 
references to forest flora (lilacs, dandelions), and integrated 
yoga terminology. The painterly, full-color illustrations have 
soft edges that emphasize the fairy-tale feel, and the troll is 
gray and grumpy but not frightening. The ending unexpectedly 
shifts the tone as the elves feel “blessed from above” and offer a 
good-night prayer: “Lord, thank you for our Nana.”

An appealing story about making friends on a journey.

THRIVING AFTER 
SEXUAL ABUSE
Break Your Bondage to the 
Past and Live a Life You Love
Bossarte, Denise
Passion for Life Press (250 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Apr. 22, 2021

A woman surveys strategies that she 
used to recover from the lingering psy-
chological trauma of sexual abuse in this 

self-help book.
In this book’s opening pages, Bossarte, an arts teacher with 

a doctorate in developmental neuroscience, writes that she 

From Joan Didion to Truman Capote, 
diverse authors have elegantly covered 
memorable subjects in essay collections, 
including a Doors recording session and 
the filming of In Cold Blood. Kirkus Indie 
recently reviewed three collections that 
offer reflections on salient topics: Jewish 
intellectuals in the turbulent 20th cen-
tury, the complex trajectory of a woman’s 
life, and White privilege.

Anne Goldman examines Jewish art-
ists, composers, writers, and scientists in 

Stargazing in the Atomic Age. She inves-
tigates Einstein’s connection to Mo-
zart’s music; painters Marc Chagall’s 
and Mark Rothko’s tumultuous feel-
ings about their Russian homeland; the 
hellish links between Dante’s The Di-
vine Comedy and Primo Levi’s Auschwitz 
memoirs; and novelist Saul Bellow’s 
vibrant Jewish protagonists. “A beguil-
ing meditation on Jewish achievements 
that shine brightly against a dark back-
ground,” our reviewer writes.

A Woman, a Plan, an Outline of a Man 
by Sarah Kasbeer explores significant 
and traumatic events in the author’s 
life, including rebellion and rape. Some 
pieces center on Kasbeer’s belief that 
having “one foot in childhood and an-
other in adolescence is truly terrifying.” 
Her powerful observations include “All 
anyone really wants is to be seen and 
heard, and yet we avoid seeing and hear-
ing others every day.” Our critic calls 
the book “a satisfying collection of writ-

ings about growing up and recovery.”
In Whiteness Is Not an Ancestor, edited 

by Lisa Iversen, 13 White women address 
systemic racism, family lineage, and the 
benefits of privilege. “Bringing visibility 
to both perpetrators and victims of injus-
tice is necessary to heal inheritances of 
collective trauma,” Iversen writes. Some 
essays portray racial violence. One con-
tributor’s grandparents witnessed the 

“legal lynching” of a Black man convict-
ed of a White woman’s rape and murder 
in Kentucky. According to our reviewer, 
this volume delivers “a timely and thoughtful discussion about 
the intersection of gender and White privilege.”

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

INDIE  |  Myra Forsberg

Eloquent Essays
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was molested as a child by her grandfather, which left her with 
anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and relationship difficul-
ties. Her book focuses on her healing journey from high school 
onward and provides practical advice for others struggling with 
similar issues. She emphasizes the importance of one-on-one 
therapy and discusses ways to vet prospective therapists, rec-
ommending that one should look for a person who specializes in 
sexual abuse and ask lots of questions about methodologies and 
fees. She also recounts her positive experiences in group therapy 
and explores ways to promote well-being outside of counseling, 
including exercise (she’s partial to yoga), meditation, her hobby 
of “contemplative photography,” nature walks, scented bubble 
baths and candles, and creative projects to give voice to one’s 
expressive instincts. Other chapters address the knotty issues 
of whether and how to confront an abuser—Bossarte says that 
she never confronted her grandfather, who died when she was 
a teenager—or others who might have known of the abuse but 
didn’t intervene. She also discusses how to come out as a sur-
vivor to family members and partners. A final section reprints 
Bossarte’s poetry about abuse, and an appendix offers readers 
lists of self-help books, meditation instructors and apps, and 
survivor support groups.

Bossarte’s practical advice is often well tailored for abuse 
survivors, as when she notes that certain yoga poses can be trig-
gering, as can some turns of mind while meditating. At times, 
though, she provides commonplace advice: “You can connect 
to your creativity through journaling and writing…through art 
classes for drawing, painting, pottery, or jewelry making, wood-
working, sculpting, or blacksmithing!” The author also presents 
a rudimentary tour of alternative forms of therapy, such as qi 
gong, acupuncture, and chakra healing. The book has its great-
est impact when it focuses on Bossarte’s personal experiences. 
She doesn’t dwell on details of her abuse, but her depiction of 
her resulting state of mind is deeply felt and riveting: “I remem-
ber hating my body and my lack of control as hormones raged 
during my teen years. Hating the changes that drew his eyes 
like flies to a corpse….I dared to dream of using my hands to 
kill myself, end it all, and set myself free.” Bossarte’s poems are 
especially hard-hitting and evocative, whether they’re taking 
readers into her grandfather’s house—“Opening door creaks, / 
feet shuffle on wooden floors. / A monster creeps into the room, 
/ intent on devouring my innocent heart”—or relating the psy-
chic damage of the abuse: “My childhood: a watercolor painting, 
/ your touch smudged and blurred, / your intentions acid on my 
canvas.” In these passages, Bossarte conveys a cathartic sense of 
disaster and loss that makes her story of resurgence feel all the 
more resonant. 

A heartfelt and informative guide to recovery with searing 
literary recollections. 

BABY OUT 
OF WEDLOCK 
Co-Parenting Basics 
From Pregnancy to Custody
Braz, Jim & Braz, Jessica
BOOW (204 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 30, 2021
978-1-73-681680-6

A complete guide to having a baby 
without being married. 

Jim and Jessica Braz begin their book with some eye-open-
ing numbers: nearly 40% of all births in America take place 
with unmarried parents—1,500,000 children are born out of 
wedlock every day. Those parents will have lots of questions, 
and the authors answer many of them here. Some topics will 
be familiar to parents reviewing information on childbirth: mis-
carriages, C-sections, vaccinations, and sudden infant death 
syndrome. But given the book’s emphasis on co-parenting 
that happens without the benefit (social and legal) of a mar-
riage contract, much of their book deals with varying concepts 
of cooperation, ways for two people who are not technically 
bound to each other to work together for the sake of their child. 
The authors have been through this personally (they are mar-
ried now, but each has had a child out of wedlock) and know 
the intricacies of, for instance, dealing with lawyers, warning 
their readers, “some attorneys are more interested in increasing 
their billable hours than doing what’s best for you.” If the need 
arises, it’s the lawyers who’ll establish the limits of sole physical 
custody, joint physical custody, and the complications of legal 
custody in all its forms. Those and other concerns—everything 
from prenatal care to school issues—arise from all aspects of 
having a child out of wedlock, and the authors tackle all of those 
complications with warmth, sympathy, and a very approachable 
style. They suggest a variety of ways to avoid escalating argu-
ments—and are also very clear about what to do when the situ-
ation can’t be saved, if, for instance, the mother isn’t taking care 
of her health during pregnancy: “If you are begging and plead-
ing for your unborn child’s well-being and Mom still won’t listen 
to reason,” they write, “then at that point, we think you would 
need to consult your lawyer.” Readers dealing with these kinds 
of issues will find this book invaluable, particularly with regard 
to negotiation. 

Skillfully outlines how to prepare for and raise a child out 
of wedlock.
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INNATE
A Chance Dawson Story
Carter, Eric
Indy Pub (258 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-08-794063-2

A boy discovers that his epilepsy 
gives him special powers in this YA SF/
fantasy novel.

For sixth grader Chance Dawson, 12, 
avoiding stress is essential to staving off 

epileptic seizures. But anxiety is inevitable when soldiers come 
to his school and round up teenage athletes, including Chance’s 
older brother, Paul. The official explanation is that terrorists 
have overrun an important research facility, and the invaders 
could be supersoldiers created through “self-directed evolu-
tionary techniques.” Two years ago, all United States teenag-
ers 15 years old and over were required to register for the draft. 
Now, a test group of draftees will undergo the same techniques. 
Though authorities urge calm, Chance is consumed with worry. 
He seeks tranquility in his treehouse but has a new stressor 
when a strangely attired man suddenly appears. His name is 
Esri, an Omnituen, and he’s here to help Chance harness his 
epilepsy—not a disorder but a gift that can help him rescue his 
brother and benefit the whole world. Doubtful but desperate, 
Chance is trained in navigating the Unseen dimension and con-
necting with people in the Seen, his own realm. Though barely 
ready, Chance must find the strength to pull off a daring res-
cue. The youngster with extraordinary abilities and a special 
destiny is a common theme, but Carter freshens the concept 
in this inventive series opener. As a still-mysterious, incurable, 
and often debilitating disorder, epilepsy is a fitting, intriguing 
choice for the kind of challenge that becomes a hero’s stron-
gest asset. The complications of the Unseen world—not all of 
its inhabitants are as benign as Esri—present obstacles that 
heighten the urgency. Though Esri’s lore can become somewhat 
dry, a final action sequence is exciting and well described. 

An imaginative coming-of-age quest tale with a compel-
ling hook.

JACOB’S LADDER
Ceci, Louis Flint
Illus. by Crosby, Jennifer Rain
Les Croyens Press (237 pp.) 
$3.99 e-book  |  Sep. 20, 2021

Changing times run up against tradi-
tional values in this third installment of 
a YA series.

It’s the fall of 1969, and 16-year-old 
Malachi “Mally” Jacobs has just returned 
to Croy, Oklahoma, for the start of the 

school year. It was a watershed summer for Mally. He spent it in 
New York City, where he witnessed the Stonewall riots (totally 
by accident) and met his first-ever boyfriend, Vince. Now, he’s 

back in Croy several inches taller, with a new nickname—Jake—
and a newly awakened sense of himself as a young gay man. 
That isn’t to say he’s out of the closet: Croy is still “Smalltown 
Nowhere,” as one character puts it, “where the highlights are 
pregnancies, strokes, and collapsing old buildings.” Jake’s best 
friend, Joanie Tibbits, knows Croy’s secret, of course. As the 
junior editor of the school paper, she knows just about every-
thing—except why her boyfriend (and Jake’s other best friend), 
Randy Edom, has been acting so strange toward her of late. As 
the school year progresses, Jake and Randy throw themselves 
into football and then basketball, though team dynamics are in 
flux since their high school was combined with the largely Black 
school across town. Jake is trying to keep his personal business 
to himself, but he’s hardly the only one in Croy with something 
gnawing on his mind. His new friend, long-haired Beau Hamil-
ton, feels a strong attraction to women’s clothing. Joanie’s Chris-
tian friend Bobbie Littledeer is sick with something, but she’s 
afraid to tell her medicine-skeptical parents about it. Randy has 
several weighty distractions of his own, including the fact that 
his father has escaped from prison and that he’s just inherited 
a great deal of money upon turning 18. Things are changing for 
nearly everyone in Croy—America itself is transforming—but 
are the shifts faced by Jake and his friends for the better or for 
the worse?

The novel includes stylish but infrequent black-and-white 
illustrations by Crosby (so rare that readers will always be sur-
prised when one appears). Ceci’s prose is smooth and never hur-
ried, depicting the angst and dread of his teenage characters 
with wry restraint: “It was Beau’s first time in detention, and 
he worried what other kids would be there. The toughest, he 
bet. The kind that would knock your books loose in the hall 
or clip you with their car as you crossed the street. And he was 
right.” The author makes good use of the large cast of support-
ing characters, switching the point of view as needed to expand 
the story in unexpected ways. As a result, readers will get a good 
sense of Croy and the sort of people who live there: folks caught 
between personal desires and the expectations of those around 
them. Compared to the earlier books in the series, the charac-
ters feel sharper, their conflicts more organic, and the world a 
bit more lived-in. Elements from the previous volumes inform 
the plot, but generally in ways that deepen the narrative. Read-
ers familiar with the second installment in particular will get 
more enjoyment out of this one, but those picking up the series 
for the first time will be impressed with Ceci’s confident crafts-
manship and insightful evocation of adolescence.

A rich coming-of-age tale of friendship and self-discovery. 
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AYANA
Made of Sight
Crenshaw, Bibi
Self (314 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Mar. 28, 2021
979-8-59-596572-9

In Crenshaw’s YA SF series starter, a 
teenager reeling from his mother’s mur-
der learns that he has psychic powers. 

In the 23rd century, Erik Ayana 
aspires to attend Ares Space Academy, 

an off-planet school dedicated to science and space explo-
ration. But Erik’s life has been thrown into tumult by the 
untimely death of his mother, a high-profile creator of ultra-
logical androids that seem superficially identical to people, 
used as domestics and companions; Erik’s “brother” Andi is 
one of them. But then Erik has a vivid vision that reveals that 
his mother was actually pushed off a roof to her death by a col-
league—apparently because she gave Andi forbidden human 
qualities (including blood). But more central to the plotline 
is what gave Erik this shattering insight: the awakening of his 
dormant, inherited psychic powers. He’s descended from two 
families of powerful psychics, a minority group whose potential 
for mayhem makes them despised by much of the populace and 
forced to keep to themselves. While Erik adapts to life at Ares 
and the sensational looming murder inquest, he also grapples 
with implications of his mental powers—and the fact that he’s 
connected to the Ayar and Arena mind-reader dynasties, who 
regard Erik with fascination and revulsion due to the extraor-
dinary reality-warping capability inherent in his DNA. Much 
of Crenshaw’s narrative takes place in the shape-shifting milieu 
of telepathic communication—an immaterial setting that the 
author cleverly visualizes in terms of the “Inscape,” a virtual 
construct of houses and neighborhoods representing human 
brains (and sometimes superbrains). Although the romance 
quotient in this story is very low, the strong characterizations 
and the atmosphere featuring hidden masters in the shadows 
favorably compares with Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series, 
with its young protagonist inducted into an intrigue-ridden, 
sinister underworld. That said, a few subplots seem to get lost 
in the shuffle—particularly Andi’s plight as banned technology. 
However, this book is a promising start to a series, and its end-
ing leaves the door open to plenty of sequel possibilities.

A well-developed tale of teen angst in the future, rooted 
in telepathy.

THE RAGES
The Book of the Shepherds, 
Volume 1
Davis, James L.
CreateSpace (429 pp.)
$15.99 paper  |  $1.99 e-book  |  Apr. 24, 2017
978-1-54-558543-6

This fantasy series opener pits a dis-
parate group of citizens in a post-apoc-
alyptic wasteland against killer wildlife, 
drug-addled cannibals, and the potential 

next stage of humanity’s evolution.
The survivors of the Energy Wars established the Fed-

eration of the Seven Realms. Most people live in urban Hubs, 
where their bodies grow corpulent and their minds frolic in the 
digital Vale. Others wander in barren reality, where all animals 
(except dogs) fall into Rages and attack humans. Harley Near-
water is a Navajo gunslinger traveling in Utah. His reputation 
for killing strangers with little consideration precedes him. In 
the town of Price, he meets Sgt. Kara Litmeyer of the Rocky 
Mountain Brigade, who claims to have been hypnotized by a 
stranger with stormy gray eyes. Suspicious, Harley shoots her. 
She whispers, “The end is coming.” Meanwhile, Brinna Wilde 
lives in a village of Neands, who shun digital life. An urge to find 
the Apple Orchard from her dreams leads her to drive west after 
the death of her grandmother. And at the Rocky Mountain 
Hub, Quinlan Bowden and his two small children leave their 
apartment complex in search of his missing wife, Vania. They’ll 
brave hordes of “drug-addicted cannibals” called the Wrynd 
and enter the tapestry of prophetic events unfolding under the 
watch of Lord Judge Syiada of the Federation. Davis wields a 
sense of desolate grandeur in his novel. He taps into anxieties 
that modern readers will relate to, including degradation of the 
environment, the need for universal basic income, and fears of 
automation reducing jobs. Much of the prose is atmospheric, as 
when Harley’s boots “click clicked on the asphalt like laughter 
at a funeral.” Other lines cut with sharp descriptions born of 
frustration; the real bodies of those in the Vale are “bulbous...
and like mounds of dough.” The ChristGaians cleverly merge 
moralizing and environmental fervor. Characters like Cirroco 
Storm, biologically altered to hunt for the Federation, bring an 
aggressively cinematic flair to the weird narrative. Later, the 
powerful, enigmatic Greywalker fully enters the stage, galvaniz-
ing further cosmic drama.

An author skillfully extrapolates from the current political 
landscape to build a dark fantasy epic.
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“Davis taps into anxieties that modern readers will relate to, 
including degradation of the environment.”

the rages
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EVE, WHERE ARE YOU?
Confronting Toxic Practices 
Against the Advancement 
of Women
Davis, Nicole L.
Westbow Press (172 pp.) 
$30.95  |  $13.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-66420-638-0
978-1-66420-636-6 paper

A pastor offers a declaration on behalf 
of women interested in the ministry in this Christian work.

With pastors joining used car salespeople near the bottom 
of surveys of the most respected professions and more and 
more churches seeing both a decline in attendance and a short-
age of clergy, Davis argues that the inclusion of women in lead-
ership positions would bolster houses of worship. This move 
would also begin to redress “Toxic Practices” that have plagued 
churches for centuries. As a Navy veteran and minister herself, 
the author provides poignant stories from her own experi-
ences within patriarchal systems. Moreover, with a doctorate 
in conflict analysis and resolution, she brings scholarly bona 
fides to her diagnosis of and remedies for churches’ woes. An 
outgrowth of her dissertation, this book displays a solid grasp 
of the relevant scholarly literature and includes profession-
ally conducted interviews of religious leaders across a sample 
of Protestant denominations. Yet the work is also made acces-
sible through a welcoming writing style geared toward church 
leaders and women interested in public ministry. Although 
often critical of church leadership, noting that while the secular 
world “applauds” her, she is “rejected by my own,” Davis is ada-
mant about her “love, respect, and need” for the men in her life. 
After highlighting problems within churches, refuting misogy-
nistic doctrines, and documenting the firsthand experiences of 
the ministry leaders interviewed, the book delivers the author’s 
trademarked “R.E.F.R.E.S.H.” program, based in part on Paulo 
Freire’s critical pedagogy of the oppressed. Struggling churches 
can adopt this program to revitalize their ministries. As an 
entrepreneur herself and co-founder of Empower to Engage, a 
coaching and consulting firm, Davis also suggests that women 
consider ministries outside of patriarchal church structures by 
creating their own opportunities in “the marketplace.” While 
some of the last chapters may be a bit heavy-handed in promot-
ing the author’s services and resources, this volume is neverthe-
less an important message for Christians of all denominations. 
Even as a critic of church culture, Davis is relentlessly optimis-
tic and inspirational in her advocacy for women in the ministry.

A well-researched, engaging case for the active participa-
tion of women in the Christian ministry.

ROOTLINES
A Poetry Collection
Day, Kelsey
Self (84 pp.) 
$8.00 paper  |  Apr. 20, 2021
978-0-57-890141-1

A diverse collection of nature 
poetry by a queer, neurodivergent poet 
from Appalachia.

This book was inspired by the 
author’s small mountain hometown in 

North Carolina, and throughout these poems, Day reminisces 
about its beauty. She opens with “a little night music,” which 
reads like symphonic instructions to a composer. The speaker in 

“of earth:” wonders how Mother Nature felt on the day humans 
were born, while in “three sisters trail,” she “lay[s] traps for juni-
per.” The speaker discloses her deepest fears and a secret in “gen-
tly.” A daughter who defies all expectations (in a bad way) is the 
subject of “the accidental birth of a mouth,” while “field guide for 
the appalachian summer” lists all the necessary elements for that 
sweltering season, from the basic (“a body of water” and “a willow 
tree”) to the unexpected (an “empty church” and a “carved death 
stone”). The poem “places i wish i haven’t hidden” is a numbered 
list that explores all the forms of making oneself invisible, and 

“earthly pleasures” enumerates the sights, sounds, and scents of a 
Southern childhood. Day plays with form throughout, keeping 
the reader engaged, and her descriptions thrum with energy: She 
recalls how “the grass sizzles, seizes my bare feet” as she and her 
companions “cradle crawling pulses between our knuckles” while 
catching insects. Her verbs are lively and evocative as she listens 
to “the stony bank crackle” and watches the “juncos glitter,” and 
her metaphors dazzle with acorns that are “messy fleshy hearts” 
and a hummingbird that’s a “a clock, tightly wound.” The sole 
flaw of this collection is a failure to follow through on a detailed 
exploration of the effects of “climate change and a carbon-based 
economy,” noted in the introduction; instead, the narrative cen-
ters itself firmly in nostalgia. However, the author notes that she’s 
donating profits from the second edition of this collection to the 
Indigenous Environmental Network.

A stunning ode to a landscape that the author knows 
intimately.

KISSING JOY AS IT FLIES
A Journey in Search of 
Healing & Wholeness
Elias, Jason
Five Element Healing Press (434 pp.) 
$40.00  |  $24.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Feb. 1, 2017
978-0-99-665424-1
978-0-99-665420-3 paper

A healer recounts his adventures 
wandering the world in pursuit of alter-

native therapies in this rapturous memoir.
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Elias, an acupuncturist, starts by recapping his Brook-
lyn childhood in a Jewish family scarred by the Holocaust; 
he tells of bonding with female elders and learning about his 
great-grandmother Esther, a folk healer in Greece. In 1970, 
the 23-year-old psychology student gravitated to California’s 
Esalen Institute, where he took mescaline, addressed his self-
consciousness about his body through nude group swimming, 
and studied gestalt therapy, meditation, tai chi, mythic arche-
types, the Alexander Technique of relieving stress through pos-
ture adjustments, and a painful massage psychotherapy called 
Rolfing (“Anger coursed through my screams…toward my father, 
teachers or other authority figures”). Sojourns abroad extended 
Elias’ knowledge of alternative healing and spirituality. In the 
Philippines, he says that he witnessed miraculous cures by “psy-
chic surgery” practitioners, who allegedly penetrated patients’ 
bodies with their hands to remove diseased tissue without inci-
sions, and that he healed patients with the laying on of hands. 
(He later acknowledges that psychic surgery has been discred-
ited and suggests that “perhaps I was hypnotized into believ-
ing what I so wanted to.”) The author then spent five years at 
the Indian ashram of the controversial guru Bhagwan Shree 
Rajneesh; he celebrates Rajneesh’s teachings but distances 
himself from the alleged criminal acts of his followers in the 
1980s, after he left the movement. Later chapters describe his 
traditional Chinese medicine practice. Elias offers an exuberant 
account of what’s known as the Human Potential Movement, 
with vivid descriptions of some central figures and haunting 
supernatural motifs; for example, important events are her-
alded by a “Black Bird,” an avatar of Esther that manifested as a 
black bird swooping toward Elias’ car as he drove. The passages 
that deal with mystical healing doctrine aren’t very compelling. 
However, Elias’ effusive prose ably conveys the bliss of height-
ened awareness; after taking LSD at a Grateful Dead concert in 
Berkeley, California, he writes, he and his companions “began 
to make the OM sound, and, as we merged our sounds, I felt my 
body dissolve into All That Is...no fear emerged, only a perva-
sive sense of gratitude and well-being.”

A colorful, evocative portrait of a spiritual seeker.

HE GETS THAT 
FROM ME 
Friedland, Jacqueline 
SparkPress (304 pp.) 
$16.96 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-68-463097-4

A novel takes a deep dive into what 
goes wrong—and right—between a sur-
rogate mother and the gay couple whose 
fertilized eggs she carries.

Donovan Gallo-Rigsdale and Chip 
Rigsdale have a solid marriage and now really want children. 
They engage Maggie Wingate to carry their fertilized eggs to 
term. This she does; all goes smoothly; and Donovan and Chip 
become the proud parents of Kai and Teddy. But a DNA test 
done some years later shows no genetic connection between 

Donovan and Kai. The egg he fertilized did not attach itself, 
and Kai is in fact the son of Maggie and her husband, Nick, 
conceived shortly after she accepted the donor eggs. This is 
extremely rare but is possible. To say that this news is cataclys-
mic is an understatement. Donovan and Chip have proved to 
be wonderful parents, but so are Maggie and Nick. The real 
tragedy—and strength—of this riveting story is that there are 
no villains here. The battle over Kai begins, the point of view 
toggling between Maggie and Donovan. Friedland is a very tal-
ented writer who creates rounded characters and gets deep into 
their heads: “The window” in Maggie’s brain “becomes a door, 
then a long hallway…into an enormous stadium, an arena, filled 
with” a certain dawning understanding. Maggie understands 
how much Donovan must love Kai, but the child is her own 
flesh and blood, and she and Nick have always wanted a brother 
for their son, Wyatt. Donovan has the added fear that the judge 
overseeing the case might be homophobic. But Donovan is no 
less of a fighter. And Donovan and Maggie are clashing not over 
a pet or a painting but a sensitive and very bright human being. 
It would seem that Kai is just as torn as his parents. Indeed, 
the underlying question in a case like this has to be what really, 
besides biology, defines a parent. (It is hard to imagine a bet-
ter novel for a book club discussion.) The conclusion to all this 
comes with an absolutely stunning revelation.

A thoughtful and gripping family tale that will haunt read-
ers long after finishing it.

A HUNDRED 
SWEET PROMISES
Haddad, Sepehr
Appleyard & Sons Publishing (300 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-73-259430-2

An ambitious Persian composer falls 
illicitly in love with the Russian princess 
he tutors in this novel based on a true 
story.

Nasrollah Minbashian travels from 
Tehran, the city of his birth, to Russia with his father, Salar 
Moazaz, to study at the St. Petersburg Conservatory under the 
direction of renowned composer Nikolai Andreyevich Rimsky-
Korsakov. Nasrollah remains there for seven years, falls deeply in 
love with the city and its cosmopolitan culture, and regrets leav-
ing when the time comes. Back at home, Nasrollah flourishes as 
a musician in Tehran and is appointed the director of a military 
band. The Persian king bestows on him the honorary title Nas-
rosoltan. Still, he pines to return to St. Petersburg and become a 
daring composer like Stravinsky, though his “domineering father” 
wants him to settle down and start a family. Nasrollah finally 
returns to Russia but gambles his way into dire financial straits, 
and he’s compelled to take a job as piano tutor to Princess Irina 
Alexandrovna, the czar’s niece. Nasrollah is unhappy with the 
assignment, but he eventually falls for Irina while realizing that 
their love is almost certainly doomed. Staying in St. Petersburg 
would be the fulfillment of a dream and probably torpedo his 
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“Haddad’s tale thoughtfully juxtaposes the maddening effects of 
romantic love with the violent paroxysms of political insurrection.”

a hundred sweet promises
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career. “You know it was always my dream to live and compose 
in this great city. But I now realize I will remain a nobody if I 
stay here, just a piano tutor to some. Even though I believe I am 
a worthy composer, there are hundreds of composers in this city 
who cannot make a living through their work.”

Haddad bases the novel on his own grandfather of the 
same name, relating a story he was told while in Tehran in 1978 
in advance of Iran’s Islamic Revolution. He astutely sets the 
drama of Nasrollah’s love affair against both the tumult of his 
time and his grandfather’s time; in the early 20th century, both 
Russia and Tehran were experiencing profound political discon-
tent as calls for reform became increasingly urgent. Nasrollah is 
an enticingly complex character—musically gifted and deeply 
ambitious, even haughty, he learns a remarkable humility from 
the experience of lost love. In florid terms that flirt with melo-
drama, Haddad depicts his anguish: “Nasrosoltan’s whole being 
felt pained, knowing full well there was no remedy: the pain 
that seems it will never depart the body, which is ever-present 
and relentless, like a thief, robbing the victim of sleep, appetite, 
and any joy or purpose.” The novel, despite its brevity, unfolds 
far too slowly, and the prose ranges from unspectacular to over-
wrought. However, this remains an exceedingly intelligent tale 
that thoughtfully juxtaposes the maddening effects of romantic 
love with the violent paroxysms of political insurrection. Fur-
thermore, the reader is given a rare literary treat: a peek into 
distinct revolutionary periods—Russia and Iran in the early 
years of the 20th century and Iran in the century’s last quarter. 

A dramatically affecting novel that is also politically astute.

REFLECTIONS OF AN 
ANXIOUS AFRICAN 
AMERICAN DAD
Heard, Eric L.
iUniverse (98 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jan. 13, 2021
978-1-66-321621-2

A Black father from Kentucky tells 
his son about his fraught childhood in 
this debut memoir.

Heard begins this memoir by describ-
ing his panicked reaction to news that his 

fifth grader son, McKinley, had performed poorly on a school 
test. The child’s math teacher had told the author that McKin-
ley hadn’t tried very hard to do well. “Did I not tell him that 
education was important in order for an African American boy 
to have a fighting chance in this world?” Heard wondered. “Did 
he know he could be labelled for life and start his journey to jail?” 
When McKinley got home from school, Heard reacted with 
anger, but he quickly regretted it, as he realized that his fears for 
his son were fueled by his own rough childhood and the hard-
ships that had haunted his family for generations. This book, 
written for McKinley and subsequent generations of Heards, 
seeks to explain the history that informs common anxieties of 
Black fatherhood, which are rooted in systemic racism, limited 
career options, deferred ambitions, and repressed emotions. As 

the author moved around the South with his mother (and some-
times his father), he learned to live with uncertainty, and this 
strategy became a survival mechanism. Overall, Heard’s prose 
is simple but often powerful, as when he discusses his parents’ 
alcohol-fueled arguments: “My sister and I would yell at the 
top of our lungs, hoping to snap our parents into some sanity 
that would allow our family to have some peace….I wanted to 
shut myself in my room and just disappear.” The book’s framing 
device and premise recall Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World 
and Me (2015), but Heard’s is a more traditional memoir built 
around anecdotes about family and boyhood. It succeeds in 
explaining the roots of the author’s anxiety, and its discussion 
of mental health within a larger conversation of race and gender 
is an important one. At less than 100 pages, however, it feels like 
it ends before it says all that it wants to say.

An engaging but slightly underdeveloped remembrance 
about what gets passed from one generation to another.

MIDNIGHT LOOKS GOOD 
ON YOU
A Collection of Horror Stories
Jones, Kyler
Self (175 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Jan. 24, 2021
978-0-57-883033-9

Characters endure a grim world of 
serial killers and monsters in this collec-
tion of dark stories.

This volume’s title tale follows The 
Killer, an assassin for hire ready for retirement. He takes a job 
in Moscow for triple his normal pay, so it’s most certainly a 
near-impossible hit. But when his client finally provides details, 
The Killer has trouble believing the gig is legit, as the target 
may not even be human. Other stories in this horror collection 
likewise feature an unsavory protagonist, from a serial killer 
to a child predator and a washed-up, misogynistic Hollywood 
actor. Many of these somber tales have even bleaker twists. In 

“No Refund Policy,” for example, William Hill, an apparent reli-
gious leader, seems dead set on convincing his followers that 
his 9-year-old daughter, Violet, is a messiah. It’s an ostensibly 
humorous notion that quickly becomes unsettling. More than 
half of the 20 stories here, like “Policy,” are flash fiction. Jones’ 
concise writing shows how the short form can shine; in only 
a few pages, he drops well-defined characters into unnerving 
and sometimes deadly circumstances. One tale reveals how 
people in a city block respond knowing an apocalyptic bomb is 
on the way. Another showcases a vicious ongoing war between 
two sides separated for a surprising and loathsome reason. The 
author stays grounded in horror despite other genres cropping 
up; instances of supernatural beings and androids never really 
take the spotlight. The focus remains on the human element, 
which proves more monstrous and heartless than anything oth-
erworldly or artificial.

Jones incorporates serious issues into his stories. Most nota-
bly, there’s a recurring theme of suicide or characters seemingly 
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prepared to die. One of the more disturbing tales, “When It’s 
Dark Out,” starts with Crispin Charles meeting 40-something 
Catherine Keeper in a seedy motel. He has brought a duffel bag 
that a serial killer would envy, but Catherine is fully aware of it 
and is still there voluntarily. The author often plays with con-
ventions, especially with killers’ motives for murder (more spe-
cific than mere psychopathy). But the collection’s best tales are 
markedly unconventional. In “A Children’s Story,” the new kid at 
10-year-old Phillip Driver’s school is shockingly old. In fact, he 
has the “pruney” skin and rotten teeth of an aged man, but no one 
other than Phillip notices this. In a similar vein, “The Night Sky 
People” concerns the unusual friendship between young adult 
Eva and much older Kahlo, a man perpetually donning a catsuit. 
One night, their relationship takes a startling change of direction. 
The author’s prose teems with active and violent imagery, even 
in descriptions of a setting: “When she swiveled around, every-
thing about her bedroom felt alien. The edge of the nightstand 
stuck out like a serrated silver knife in the utensil drawer, eager to 
pierce flesh. And the ceiling fan in her room hung too low, nearly 
at neck-chopping level.” Readers will likely devour Jones’ com-
pact book in a single session, but his pithy storytelling and indel-
ible casts will surely linger for some time.

Taut, absorbing tales filled with moody backdrops and 
creepy turns.

MISTAKE OF IDENTITY
Midnight Musings & 
Twisted Tweets on 
Postmodern Identity
Kamali, A. Darius
Self (76 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Apr. 23, 2021
979-8-74-108669-8

Kamali’s second book of poetry 
ruminates on the pressing political and 
moral issues of our age. 

In his debut collection, Kamali pre-
sented a series of free-verse poems, many of which explored 
the concept of “wokeness.” This new offering approaches simi-
lar issues regarding social awareness with a particular emphasis 
on race. The poems or “musings,” most no longer than the text 
content of a tweet, encourage readers to meditate and revaluate 
outmoded preconceptions of race and identity. Kamali’s writ-
ing is confrontational and probing, with the aim of shaking the 
reader into a higher state of awareness: “What if it turns out / that 
by putting group identity / above the individual / you’re still half 
asleep? / #Wake Up Woke!” Deeply observant of human behav-
ior, Kamali’s distilled writing challenges both mental and physical 
boundaries: “And have you ever observed / that people belong-
ing to one religion / tend to live in the same region? #Maybe 
it’s an accident?” Most poems begin with the phrases And what 
if… or And have you ever wondered. This repeating chime is akin 
to the strike of tingsha bells in meditation, awakening aware-
ness—although readers may find the recurrence tedious. Those 
familiar with Kamali’s work will also identify some lines repeated 

from his debut: “And what if / nations are gangs / and nationalists / 
gangsters?” Still, Kamali, whose last book was Dog Whistling Dixie 
Past the Graveyard (2020), provides a thorough dissection of our 
current political condition; no one escapes scrutiny: “And have 
you ever noticed / that liberals have lost their belief / in individual 
liberty? / And that they can only stomach the notion / if it applies 
to group-based rights?” This is stimulating writing that compels 
us to challenge deep-set beliefs, but the author’s reliance on rep-
etition may prove an irritation for some. 

Provocative and deserving of attention. 

THE RISE OF AMERICA
Remaking the World Order
Katusa, Marin
Katusa Research Publishing (416 pp.) 
$35.04  |  $21.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
May 5, 2021
978-1-54-452144-2
978-1-54-452143-5 paper

An optimistic prognosis of America’s 
financial future focuses on major global 
trends in monetary policy.

In this book, Katusa acknowledges that the United States is 
currently in the throes of an economic crisis, caught in a deflation-
ary recession out of which it won’t soon extricate itself. But he 
refuses to join the now familiar chorus of “doom-and-gloom senti-
ment” regarding the future prospects of the country. The author 
convincingly predicts that the U.S. will continue to be a pioneer in 
technology, especially in the energy sector; that it will bolster its 
domestic manufacturing capabilities; and that it is uniquely pre-
pared to accommodate the coming backlash against globalization, 
partially the consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic. But Katusa 
concentrates on the advantages the nation gains as a result of the 
dollar and grand shifts in monetary policy. Regarding the dollar, 
he argues that it will continue to serve as the default currency of 
the world, its hegemony unchallenged by ultimately weak rivals. 
In fact, America will dominate the international credit market 
so thoroughly that the principal geopolitical alliances will form 
around a shared dependency on U.S. dollars. At the heart of his 
book is a searching discussion of the American and global transi-
tion to modern monetary theory, in which the U.S. government 
continues to stimulate the economy through controlled inflation. 
Because of the digitization of currency, the “money supply can be 
increased indefinitely and in unlimited quantities without provok-
ing the hyperinflation that has laid waste to most previous fiat cur-
rencies.” Katusa’s contentions are lucidly presented, an especially 
impressive feat given the technically prohibitive nature of the sub-
ject matter. He often strays far beyond his expertise—he makes 
sweeping predictions regarding foreign policy and energy storage, 
for example—but the core of his argument doesn’t depend on 
these digressions. In addition, he furnishes an edifying and acces-
sible overview of monetary theory in general and the history of fis-
cal policy as it has been conducted by the U.S.

A refreshingly unconventional and defensibly encouraging 
account of America’s economic and political future.

“Katusa furnishes an edifying and accessible
overview of monetary theory.”

the rise of america
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RETIRING?
Your Next Chapter Is About 
Much More Than Money
Kaufman, Ted & Hiland, Bruce
Houndstooth Press (124 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Apr. 23, 2021
978-1-5445-1683-7

Two octogenarians share their wisdom 
on nonfinancial aspects of retirement.

Many retirement books focus largely 
on the bottom line: financial planning, retirement savings 
accounts, Social Security benefits, and the like. A handful of 
works take a different tack, though, such as this one, which the 
authors dub “a guidebook to help you plan the next chapter of 
your life.” Certainly, both authors are accomplished retirees: 
Kaufman is a former U.S. senator from Delaware, and Hiland 
is a former business executive and consultant, both 81 years old 
at the time of the book’s writing. Their approach is to lay the 
groundwork for the reader’s transition to retirement, based on 
their own experience and informal research they conducted 
with other retirees. This slim but personal volume intention-
ally lacks “prescriptive advice”; instead, it features descriptive 
examples and thoughtfully constructed worksheets. Kaufman 
and Hiland start with a straightforward overview of retirement 
itself that seems geared primarily toward executives and pro-
fessionals like the authors themselves; they note, for example, 
that “In the workplace, your position establishes your status 
with commensurate respect and privileges. With retirement, 
you become a ‘formerly’ or ‘used-to-be.’ ” For this audience, this 
work offers a brief but valuable perspective. Much of it high-
lights areas of concern in short chapters that focus on how to 
maintain one’s physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual health. 
Kaufman and Hiland effectively facilitate such self-reflection 
by posing direct, insightful questions and offering checklists; 
most notable is a provocative “What I Value” worksheet and a 

“self-assessment of your emotional intelligence,” which applies 
a ranking scale to five dimensions (self-awareness, self-regula-
tion, social skills, empathy, and motivation). Toward the book’s 
end, Kaufman and Hiland share their own retirement stories 
to demonstrate how “Very different approaches can accomplish 
a successful result.” Given their impressive backgrounds, these 
intimate anecdotes make for fascinating reading. In closing, 
Kaufman and Hiland discuss their later years with candor and 
grace. The authors also point to additional books and websites, 
within the text and in appendices, which may help extend read-
ers’ knowledge base as they mull over their futures. 

An engaging retirement self-help guide. 

FACING APOCALYPSE
Climate, Democracy, and 
Other Last Chances
Keller, Catherine
Orbis (240 pp.) 
$26.00 paper  |  $21.50 e-book
Apr. 21, 2021
978-1-62-698413-4

Keller uses the book of Revelation 
to make sense of our current histori-
cal moment in this work of theologi-

cal criticism.
With the threats of climate change, authoritarianism, and 

a global pandemic, it’s easy to feel like we’re living through 
apocalyptic times. For Keller, there are obvious parallels to the 
famous revelation of John of Patmos, the biblical scribe who 

“denounced the global economics and politics of his time in lan-
guage that sounds eerily relevant to ours. He wrote a long scroll 
of a letter warning that the news would get worse, much worse, 
before it gets—better? Why are we still acting out the dark 
dreams of John’s Apocalypse?” Keller argues that John’s prophecy 
is not a literal one, however, so much as a self-fulfilling one: The 
imagery and metaphors of end times have become so ingrained 
in Western society that it seems people go looking for apoca-
lypses. Perhaps, then, a new reading of Revelation can alter 
how people interpret the world around them, allowing them 
to see other potentialities in the ominous new developments. 
Through a process she terms “dreamreading,” the author offers 
an eco-political analysis of the Bible’s surreal final book, uncov-
ering in it new perspectives for the current apocalyptic moment. 
The book is a critical work, and the voice is appropriately scho-
lastic. Even so, Keller’s prose is smooth and infused with playful 
energy: “Read in their context, the dragon and two beasts of the 
Apocalypse are anti-cosmic forces. John faces the stakes with 
alarming clarity: he was visualizing, he was hearing, a pattern 
already monetized and marked, normalized and—bloody resil-
ient. Preparing the way for a messianic take-down of the empire, 
he takes it down in parody.” It’s a dense read at times, but Keller 
more than brings the Scripture to life. Her keen and ambitious 
interpretation is the perfect match for the phantasmagoria of 
Revelation. Readers will take away a different view of the eso-
teric book and a slightly altered view of climate change as well—
no mean feat for a work of literary theory.

A surprising, elegant contemplation of apocalypses, old 
and new. 
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SWIMMING WITH 
THE ANGELS
Kersey, Colin
Atmosphere Press (304 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Jul. 20, 2021
978-1-63752-865-5

A newly married Southern California 
couple become embroiled in a tangled 
web of embezzlement and mob money.

After the success of his well-received 
spiritual/supernatural debut, Soul Catcher 

(1995), Kersey’s second novel follows landscaper Grayson Reyn-
olds and his wife, Heide, a hedge fund associate. They are strug-
gling through their first year of marriage, wedged within the 
suffocating grip of household debt. Believing she has the ulti-
mate answer, Heide, together with her boss, hatches a plan to 
covertly pilfer $100 million, putting it into a Cayman Islands 
bank. Her secret is violently exposed when the couple, on a 
yacht with Heide’s boss, are attacked by a gun-toting female 
assassin who kills everyone onboard except Gray, who nar-
rowly escapes. An FBI interrogation reveals the money Heide 
diverted belonged to the Sinaloa cartel, a ruthless and viciously 
cutthroat Mexican crime syndicate that wants its laundered 
drug money returned, at any cost. Terrified and desperate to 
escape into obscurity, Gray, in an ultimate act of self-preserva-
tion, goes into hiding in the Cascade Mountains north of Seattle 
at a trout hatchery owned by a kindhearted family. Country life 
as a farmhand suits Gray well, but Kersey knows how to keep 
the tension taut as the inevitable end to the protagonist’s self-
imposed concealment casts gloom over every move he makes. 
The blooming romantic affections for Gray from two sisters 
cause the kinds of complications he doesn’t need as he tries 
to crack the password to his murdered wife’s Cayman Islands 
bank account and keep the money for himself. Gray is a reliable 
narrator, and though the plot is simple, it’s also engrossing. The 
author keeps his list of characters compact and his plot kinetic 
and tightly spring-loaded with plenty of surprises to keep read-
ers on their toes. By the time Heide’s past comes back to haunt 
Gray, readers will be more than ready for the unavoidable rush 
of mob-fueled revenge to descend on the bucolic farmland. The 
rousing finale pits Gray against an adversary in a bullet-riddled 
face-off filled with breathless suspense.

A polished, cinematic crime tale that’s both edge-of-your-
seat thrilling and seamlessly entertaining.

FIRST DATE STORIES
Women’s Romantic 
and Ridiculous 
Midlife Adventures
Klein, Jodi
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-64-742185-4

A series of anecdotes and advice from 
a veteran of many, many dates.

“Dating for decades isn’t something 
that people usually tout,” Klein notes at the beginning of her 
humorous and defiantly upbeat new book. “But why not? Isn’t 
it better to wait to meet the right partner than to divorce the 
wrong one?” Such sound logic is a recurring feature of this work, 
which consists of several tales—some harsh, some infuriating, 
almost all funny—drawn from her time in the dating world. 

“Dating takeaway tips” after each story provide postgame analy-
sis, as it were: what went right, what went wrong, what lessons 
can be learned. No matter what aspect of the dating experience 
readers love or hate the most, they’ll likely find it somewhere 
in these accounts. There are endless restaurant dinners with 
their attendant anxieties and unwanted discoveries, and there 
are awkward confessions, strained silences, and often bumbling 
attempts to come up with mutually interesting things to do. But 
along the way, Klein appealingly offers hard-won wisdom from 
her own experience, weighing in on such issues as who should 
pay (“if by not doing ‘the reach’ you find yourself in a ‘check 
standoff,’ you will have learned something about him”) and what 
to do when one is stood up (“The best antidote to a bad date, or 
a no-show, is quality time with a girlfriend, a BFF, a family mem-
ber, or someone else who cares about you”). Readers will likely 
come to this book for the intriguing stories, but they’ll stay for 
the supportive common sense that the author dispenses, and 
they’ll appreciate her compassionate tone throughout. 

A sensible, readable, and, above all, forgiving overview of 
modern dating.

HOW TO IMPROVE DOCTOR-
PATIENT CONNECTION
Using Psychology 
To Optimize 
Healthcare Interactions
Ko, Christine J.
Routledge (294 pp.) 
$160.00  |  $29.94 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2021
978-0-36-776945-1
978-0-36-776947-5 paper

A physician urges her colleagues to 
add a human touch to their patient relationships in this guide.

A dermatologist and professor of dermatology and pathol-
ogy at Yale University, Ko confesses in the introduction that 
she “failed spectacularly” when one of her new patients “was not 
willing to step into my examination room ever again.” Revealing this 
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“The author keeps his list of characters 
compact and his plot kinetic.”

swimming with the angels
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vulnerability is sure to grab the attention of fellow doctors who 
“may be poor diagnosticians or communicators but think that 
they are very skilled.” This is one of several intimate personal 
stories, including the author’s heart-wrenching account of her 
2-year-old son’s diagnosis of profound deafness. Her experience 
enabled Ko to see physicians from a patient’s perspective—a 
valuable asset in writing a book that focuses on “relationship-
centered care.” In some respects, the author’s message to doc-
tors who attend to patients is utterly simple: Be more human. 
But in scientific fashion, she backs up that exhortation with 
carefully researched information about metacognition (“think-
ing about your thinking”), cognitive bias, communication 
between physicians and patients, and the importance of per-
ceptions. The engaging text is supported by relevant examples, 
separately highlighted anecdotes, suggested exercises, and fur-
ther reading, creating a comprehensive volume. Ko’s discussion 
of perceptions is especially intriguing: The author explores 
in considerable depth what a physician sees, hears, and feels 
about a patient and demonstrates how the interplay of these 
three areas can improve the doctor-patient relationship. For 
each area (visual, auditory, and emotion perception), Ko offers 
an overview, examples, and, most importantly, explains “how 
this applies to doctors and patients.” Much of the material is 
instructive, but it is also motivational. For example, about fail-
ure, the author observes: “Ultimately, failure teaches you the 
most, shining a light on what can be worked on for continued 
forward progress.” Discussing diagnosis and treatment, Ko 
notes “there is also a psychosocial aspect of patient care, and 
this was never overtly taught to me, although it was the rea-
son that I wanted to become a doctor.” The author admirably 
weaves her own story together with objective facts to make her 
treatise highly readable.

Candid, insightful, and actionable health care advice.

THE HALF-CLASS
Lewis, Kayvion
The Parliament House
$4.99 e-book  |  Aug. 24, 2021

A young undercover rebel gets too 
close to the enemy in debut author Lewis’ 
first YA fantasy novel in a series.

The city of Bexbury has a rigid hier-
archy, based on skin color, in which the 

“light class” has the most power and the 
“dark class,” the least. But there’s a group 

of people who are ostracized for their very existence: the “half-
classes,” whose parentage is a mix of people from the dark and 
light classes. They include Evie, who lives with her brothel-
owning aunt. In a couple of months she’ll be 18, and she’s 
expected to follow her cousin Kat into the family sex-work busi-
ness—one of the few career paths open to half-classes. At night, 
however, she participates in an underground resistance move-
ment that does such things as destroy government documents 
to chip away at the oppressive social order. Their rebellious acts 
capture the attention of leader King Dreux, who travels from 

the nation’s capital to Bexbury to quash the unrest. He brings 
along his son, Prince Cassian, whom Evie befriends one night 
at the brothel before she realizes who he is. Her connection 
provides a perfect way for the rebels to get close to the king, 
but as she develops real feelings for the prince, things become 
unexpectedly complicated. Lewis’ prose is rich and urgent, as 
when Evie comes across a victim of some of her fellow rebels in 
a public fountain: “Layers of red pooled down from the top tier 
into the second, then into the large pool below. Something hung 
limply over the cornice. Something big and lumpy. Something 
dark green. A body.” Readers will note many clear connections 
to real-world racism, particularly toward the beginning of the 
novel. However, Lewis has built a complex world in these pages, 
and as the plot unfolds, the novel feels less explicitly allegorical, 
with nuances and particularities all its own. Although much of 
the story is set in a brothel, it mostly keeps sex at a distance. 
However, the author does delve into the difficult relationships 
that can exist in a racially stratified society and how societal 
lines can become blurred.

An ambitious and immersive fantasy tale.

THE BOOTLEGGER’S MISTRESS
Little, Marc Curtis 
MLPR Books (252 pp.) 
$27.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 14, 2020
978-0-57-862505-8
978-0-57-881640-1 paper

A Black nonagenarian’s disclosure of a 
secret from her past sparks an investigation.

In this historical novel, Little moves 
between present-day Newark and the 

mid-20th-century rural South, where Carrie Lacey, a young 
Black girl, finds ways to survive under Jim Crow laws and the 
constant threat of violence. In Newark, 95-year-old Dicie 
Caughman is a respected journalist and a pillar of the Black 
community. But when the police take her in for questioning—
from the Women’s History Month luncheon where she is one of 
the honorees—Dicie reveals that she is Carrie and has long kept 
her past a secret from everyone. The narrative moves between 
the present day and the protagonist’s youth as her story slowly 
develops. With the help of her grandson and a lawyer, she 
returns to South Carolina to stand trial for the murder of 
Tommy Joe Butler, a bootlegger she unwillingly worked for. The 
trial uncovers truths about the rural town where Carrie grew 
up and where her father was known for helping Black residents 
facing trouble escape to safer parts of the country. A dramatic 
courtroom scene divulges what actually happened to Tommy 
Joe and allows the community to move forward. While the dual 
timelines make for a complicated narrative, Little manages to 
keep most of the threads from tangling, particularly through the 
distinct voices in Carrie’s and Dicie’s sections of the book. But 
Dicie’s narration, while capturing the voice of an older woman, 
can be overly detailed. Although the author writes the Southern 
characters’ speech in a dialect that vividly captures the sound 
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of the region, some readers may find the lines unappealing on 
the page (“An’ he teached me a whole lot ’bout knowin’ how to 
claim wha’ be rightfully mine”). The novel is clearly based on 
both historical research and an intimate understanding of the 
emotional aspects of the Great Migration, and it does an excel-
lent job of telling the stories not just of individuals, but of entire 
communities as well.

An engaging and well-researched tale of Black life in the 
20th century.

BUGS THAT LOVE!
The Amazing Western 
Conifer Seed Bug (& Shield 
Bugs Too!)
Lori-Michele
Illus. by the author
Bowker (174 pp.) 
$25.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Aug. 22, 2020
978-0-98-461725-8

A debut nonfiction book offers sto-
ries about endearing insect pets.

In this work, Lori-Michele introduces readers to the 
menagerie of insects that have kept her company over the 
past decade. Her pets have mostly been Western conifer seed 
bugs—a handful of shield bugs round out the collection—
and the author has gotten to know the insects as individuals 
as well as on a species level. Lori-Michele explains how her 
first Western conifer seed bug came to take up residence in 
her home. She recounts the system she developed for interact-
ing with the insects and taking care of them, from bottle caps 
filled with sugar water to small cloth beds where the bugs tuck 
themselves in every night. All the insects have names, and the 
author describes the highly individual personalities she has 
observed in each. Much of the text consists of stories about 
the antics of Maybe, Peppercorn, Cautious, Ribbon, and 
their compatriots, who enjoy being petted, keep their owner 
company while she watches TV or uses a computer, and occa-
sionally get rough with other bugs. Lori-Michele’s close con-
nection to her insects has led her to conclude that they are 
capable of both feeling and understanding emotions and are 
more intelligent than both entomologists and laypeople gen-
erally believe (“Entomologists completely dismiss the notion 
of the Western conifer’s ability to love and their intelligence 
because they are not shown to look for these things or that 
they matter”). Insect aficionados will be tempted to embrace 
the book’s detailed instructions for caring for Western coni-
fer seed bugs after reading the author’s passionate advocacy 
for them. The text can be repetitive (for instance, readers are 
instructed three times in 10 pages to clean and refill the bot-
tle cap feeders), and the prose is unpolished, with occasional 
comma splices and misused words. But Lori-Michele’s enthu-
siasm for her bugs makes for enjoyable reading, and her metic-
ulous observation of their behavior supports her arguments 
for their emotional intelligence. Numerous photographs 

by the author throughout the text illustrate the behaviors 
described and showcase the insects’ individuality.

An engaging argument for keeping bugs as pets.

RISING AND OTHER STORIES
Massey, Gale
Bronzeville Books (142 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $17.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-952427-18-3
978-1-952427-19-0 paper

Massey offers a short story collec-
tion about family members’ unpredict-
able lives.

This poignant, heartbreaking book 
offers 13 stories featuring themes of social injustice and familial 
grief. The strength and suffering of women, especially among 
the rural and working poor, fill Massey’s pages, from a mother 
in “Racine” who’s working at one of her two jobs when her 
8-year-old son shoots a classmate with a handgun to an adoles-
cent in “Not So Fast,” who’s forced to swimming nearly nude 
among hungry alligators for the entertainment of male party-
goers. Other women choose to depart difficult lives on their 
own terms; these include a grief-stricken child in “Differences,” 
who, after spreading her brother’s ashes into the Grand Can-
yon, implores her friend Angel to push her into the ravine, and 
a widow in “Low Tide” who leaves her daughter behind to crawl 
far into the ocean after a mother turtle. Each of Massey’s char-
acters attempts to break constraints imposed upon their lives; 
their tales unsettlingly look at the secrets people hide and the 
solace they seek. Like waves against a beach, the diverse stories 
flow quickly in succession, blending them into a cohesive whole. 
Families are at the center of these emotionally raw but tightly 
written narratives, which highlight the destructive power of 
drugs, poverty, and discrimination. And although the stories 
depict the experiences of unrelated characters, all are bound 
together as children of nature, which influences and contex-
tualizes their actions. Natural images are present throughout 
the work: the ocean, a condor, and, notably, a sea turtle who, 
after laying her eggs, abandons them to survive as they may. The 
depiction of nature, in all of its wildness and danger, seems to 
show human problems to be manageable—our differences 
diminished and our hopes limitless. 

A powerful and often haunting compilation. 
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“Like waves against a beach, the diverse stories flow quickly 
in succession, blending them into a cohesive whole.”

rising and other stories
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THE CULTURE PUZZLE 
Harnessing the 
Forces That Drive Your 
Organization’s Success
Moussa, Mario & Newberry, Derek & 
Urban, Greg
Berrett-Koehler Publishers (240 pp.) 
$27.95  |  $14.99 e-book  |  Jun. 22, 2021
978-1-52-309182-9

A business book offers an example-
filled deep dive into organizational culture.

Culture is arguably one of the most puzzling areas in today’s 
business organizations. In this impressive and vibrant treat-
ment of the subject, academicians/consultants Moussa, New-
berry, and Urban seek to demystify organizational culture by 
analyzing its “four forces” (“vision, interests, habits, and inno-
vation”) and showing how they fit together, as do the pieces of 
a puzzle. The pragmatic approach of the authors is revealed 
in a careful, methodical way. They first introduce the puzzle 
pieces in a broad brush stroke, then discuss the four forces in 
depth, and finally demonstrate how to sustain a healthy orga-
nizational culture. Along the way, the book features countless 
case studies and anecdotes that perfectly illustrate the typical 
cultural challenges faced and the opportunities available to take 
organizational culture to the next level. In Part 1, the authors 
employ memorable metaphors to highlight the importance of 
corporate culture. They liken those CEOs who may be tone 
deaf about culture to Akhenaten, an Egyptian pharaoh who was 
an innovative genius but could not convince the populace to fol-
low his lead: “This tale of a prideful pharaoh who fails to change 
long-standing cultural beliefs remains keenly relevant today.” 
Just as effective is the metaphorical gardener who is responsible 
for “thoughtfully and carefully tending the culture garden.” An 
example employed by the authors is the decidedly nonmilitary 
leadership style of American Army Gen. Stanley McChrystal in 
Iraq. McChrystal recalled his mother’s penchant for vegetable 
gardening and applied three lessons he learned from her to 
managing his troops: adapting to changing conditions, being 

“the protector in chief,” and creating the right environment.
Part 2 addresses the four forces in precise detail; chapters 

devoted to each one are brimming with relevant examples, all of 
which are accompanied by authoritative commentary and keen 
insights. In discussing vision, the authors demonstrate how 
storytelling helps build strong cultures. The chapter regard-
ing interests covers several vital issues, such as how to keep 
organizational tribes from fragmenting and how to become a 

“culture virtuoso.” An outstanding vignette in this chapter is an 
anecdote about retired Starbucks CEO Howard Schultz, who 
returned during the 2008 financial crisis to transform a “loose 
collection” of 10,000 store managers “into a tribe of tribes.” In 
the chapter about habits, the authors explain “four principles 
for creating moments that usher in new habits.” Concerning 
innovation, the authors identify three characteristics associ-
ated with “the true nature of innovation and the sort of envi-
ronment that fosters it.” In Part 3, Moussa, Newberry, and 
Urban reprise the gardener metaphor, aptly describing how a 

culture leader takes responsibility for “Pulling Weeds and Cul-
tivating Wildflowers.” The authors close the book on a hopeful 
note, observing that during the Covid-19 pandemic, they were 
encouraged to see many organizations “thinking village rather 
than self.” Crammed with stories across a broad spectrum of 
industries and organizational sizes, this book delivers much of 
value that any manager should be able to glean.

A thorough, highly engaging, and superbly written explo-
ration of organizational culture.

THE TWIN STARS
Portman, Bridgette Dutta
Titan1Studios (324 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jul. 6, 2021
978-0-99-592042-2

In this YA debut, a troubled teen-
ager gets thrust into the fictional super-
hero setting of her amateur storytelling 
efforts, where the conflicts, creatures, 
and characters she fashioned put her in 
grave danger.

Playwright Portman’s SF/fantasy novel might remind 
genre readers of Cornelia Funke’s Inkheart franchise. Olive 
Joshi, 16, is on a stressful plane trip to her grandmother’s 
memorial ceremony in India. Grandmother was a successful 
writer, and Olive, in her ever present notebook, seeks to cre-
ate her own fantasy realm, that of a young, seemingly invulner-
able Wonder Woman type named Coseema. The superhero is 
really an idealized version of Olive—battling boundless malice 
(her own evil prince brother, Burnash, in fact) in a planetary 
system of rapidly degrading twin suns and rival kingdoms 
reduced to subsistence by solar disasters. During a crescendo 
of bad-weather turbulence over Alaska mirroring her emo-
tional upset, Olive locks herself in the plane’s restroom and 
suddenly finds herself inside her own journal and its draft 
story of Coseema. Now, the novice writer is stranded on the 

“Musing Moon” of her narrative, where magical artists, high-
tech storm troopers, amazing creatures, and Coseema really 
exist. One might think that as an author inside the world she 
created, Olive would wield immense powers and insights, but 
the reverse seems to be true. When she loses Coseema’s pro-
tection, the sun-scorched worlds and their tormented inhabit-
ants are a dangerous place indeed. Olive carries the additional 
burden of guilt that, as the one who dreamed it all up, this 
universe’s predicaments and agony are her fault. The Lucas-
film-esque milieu, blending magic with exobiology, astrophys-
ics, and a painless layering of multiculturalism, is a tantalizing 
one. Portman adds a layer of emotion via Olive’s struggle with 
obsessive-compulsive disorder and anxiety, which impinges on 
the storyline in a more meaningful way than just checking a 
box in the character mental health problems column. YA read-
ers raised on various permutations of the superhero mythos 
should be enthralled by the Coseema/Olive dichotomy in 
this metafictional series opener. Even older, jaded genre read-
ers, griping that L. Ron Hubbard hit on this scenario first in 
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Typewriter in the Sky (1940), could be thrown by the plotline’s 
chain of bang-up jolts in the concluding pages.

A superhero creator’s angst-y perils make this tale a strong 
start to a space saga.

WHY MUSLIMS LAGGED 
BEHIND AND 
OTHERS PROGRESSED
Arsalan, Shakib
Trans. by Qureshi, Nadeem M.
Austin Macauley (126 pp.) 
$22.95  |  $12.95 paper  |  $4.50 e-book
Feb. 26, 2021
978-1-39-841282-8
978-1-39-841281-1 paper

A new translation of an Arabic trea-
tise arguing that the Muslim world has 

fallen behind its European counterparts.
Arsalan’s work first appeared in 1929—this new translation 

by author Qureshi makes available, in accessibly lucid terms, a 
perspective largely absent from today’s public debate regarding 
the relationship between Islam and modernity. Arsalan, a Druze 
prince (1869-1946), posits that Muslims worldwide have suffered 
from a state of decline—that they are no longer as wealthy or 
politically powerful as the rest of the world; they no longer com-
mand as much respect or fear as they once did; and they no longer 
contribute to the advance of science. However, the author rejects 
the theory that this loss or this diminishment of cultural vitality—
this “weakness and backwardness”—is the result of a devotion 
to Islamic religion or somehow an expression of the doctrinal 
demands of the Quran. In fact, Arsalan contends that the histori-
cal success of Islamic civilization was precisely because of its reli-
gion and that the faith has become corrupted, along with Muslim 
leaders, over time. As a result, he contends, the Muslim world suf-
fers from general ignorance, cowardice and fear, moral weakness, 
and a lack of self-confidence deeply experienced as a “collective 
sickness.” Muslim conservatives are rigidly backward looking 
and timid about adapting to the modern world, the author argues, 
while Muslim progressives thoughtlessly imitate European cul-
ture, conflating modern sophistication with an abandonment of 
their religious identity. 

Arsalan makes, in spirited and sometimes strident tones, 
the case that a rededication to the Quran is what Muslims need 
most. In his view, the Quran demands that Muslims work and 
sacrifice; faith and prayer are not enough. “So, it is possible for 
Muslims if they resuscitate their determination and work in 
accordance with what their Book urges to reach the level of the 
Europeans and Americans and Japanese in terms of knowledge 
and advancement while remaining connected to their Islam 
just as these others have remained connected to their religions.” 
Even the lack of technological advancement, as far as the author 
is concerned, is a symptom rather than the crux of the issue. If 
Muslims can recover their “determination, zeal and courage,” 
they can catch up. The author’s argument can be peremptory. 
He rarely if ever rigorously examines the possibility that there 

are elements of Islamic theology that conflict with the tenets of 
modernity, and the discussion of the Quran is less than search-
ing. Also, there are significant issues simply sidestepped in his 
analysis—for example, the place of women in Muslim society. 
Furthermore, the author’s discussion, while never self-skep-
tical, can be vague. He has very little to offer regarding what 
will inspire the rededication to Shariah law for which he issues 
a resounding call, and he doesn’t provide much of an analysis 
of why, as he says, a spirit of sloth and a lack of self-assurance 
overtook the Muslim world in the first place. However, Arsalan 
does provide a fascinating assessment of the double standards 
by which Europeans and Muslims are judged, the former trum-
peted as thoroughly secular despite their Christian commit-
ments and the latter derided as fanatics for their Islamic ones. 

For all its limitations, a stimulating peek into an argument 
now rarely made.

DEVIL’S DEAL
Romig, Aleatha 
Romig Works (330 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  May 18, 2021
978-1-94-718964-5

A young woman finds herself at the 
mercy of a powerful, charismatic man in 
this romantic suspense novel.

Emma O’Brien, 26, and her business 
partner, Ross Underwood, have trav-
eled from Pittsburgh to New Orleans to 
confer with a possible investor in their 

publishing venture. But Ross doesn’t show up for their dinner 
meeting, and the investor—tall, dark, dangerous, and alluring 
Everett Ramses—whisks Emma to a private dining room. There, 
during the course of a delicious meal, he demands her erotic sub-
mission, brings her to stunning orgasms, and informs her that she 
must marry him: “It’s me or death.” At one time, Rett explains, 
two families ruled New Orleans from the shadows. When their 
patriarchs, Abraham Ramses and Isaiah Boudreau, decided to vie 
for control, they both lost to Abraham’s ruthless son—Rett. Rett 
tells Emma, who was adopted, that she’s Isaiah’s child with Jeze-
bel North. As he puts it, she’s the daughter of a king and a whore, 
thus “perfect to not only handle my desires but to also find plea-
sure in them.” Emma’s adoptive brother, Kyle, who she believed 
died four years ago, is also the child of Isaiah and Jezebel. Now, 
he’s in New Orleans claiming the throne as Boudreau’s true heir, 
his ambitions putting Emma’s life in danger. Rett asserts that 
only he can protect her, though he also warns: “I won’t pledge not 
to hurt you. I’m not an easy man. Marrying me will save you from 
your brother but not from me.” Emma agrees for the moment 
and is taken blindfolded to Rett’s lavish mansion, where she’s 
kept in a locked suite. When she escapes Rett’s boundaries and is 
kidnapped, she discovers the truth of his warnings and the depth 
of their connection.

Romig, a prolific writer of dark-tinged romances, first 
introduced Rett and Emma in a prequel short story, “Fate’s 
Demand” (2021). The author recommends a free download for 
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“Romig makes the plotline compelling through well-written 
sex scenes that first smolder, then burn.”

devil’s  deal
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McLeese • Gregory McNamee • Clayton Moore • Sarah Morgan • Jennifer Nabers • Christopher 

Navratil • Liza Nelson • Mike Newirth • Sarah Norris • Connie Ogle • Mike Oppenheim • Jim 
Piechota • Margaret Quamme • Carolyn Quimby • Evelyn Renold • Roberto Rodriguez • Lloyd Sachs  

Bob Sanchez • Michael Schaub • Linda Simon • Wendy Smith • Margot E. Spangenberg • Daneet 
Steffens • Bill Thompson • Kerry Winfrey • Marion Winik  

 
CHILDREN’S & TEEN

Lucia Acosta • Mahasin Aleem • Maya Alkateb-Chami • Autumn Allen • Alison anholt-White  
 Kazia Berkley-Cramer • Elizabeth Bird • Ariel Birdoff • Kimberly Brubaker Bradley • Nastassian 

Brandon • Christopher A. Brown • Jessica Brown • Timothy Capehart • Patty Carleton • Ann Childs  
Alec B. Chunn • Anastasia M. Collins • Jeannie Coutant • Miah Daughtery • Julie Danielson • Dave 
DeChristopher • Elise DeGuiseppi • Brooke Faulkner • Eiyana Favers • Amy Seto Forrester • Ayn 
Reyes Frazee • Nivair H. Gabriel • Omar Gallaga • Laurel Gardner • Judith Gire • Carol Goldman  

Melinda Greenblatt • Ana Grilo • Vicky Gudelot • Abigail Hsu • Ariana Hussain • Kathleen T. Isaacs  
Darlene Sigda Ivy • Wesley Jacques • Betsy Judkins • Deborah Kaplan • Sophie Kenney • Megan Dowd 

Lambert • Angela Leeper • Lori Low • Kyle Lukoff • Kaia MacLeod • Evelyn Marshall • Michelle H. 
Martin PhD • J. Alejandro Mazariegos • Sierra McKenzie • Zoe McLaughlin • Kathie Meizner • Mary 

Margaret Mercado • Daniel Meyer • J. Elizabeth Mills • Cristina Mitra • Lisa Moore • Katrina Nye  
Tori Ann Ogawa • Hal Patnott • Deb Paulson • Rachel G. Payne • John Edward Peters • Susan Pine  

Andrea Plaid • Kristy Raffensberger • Gloria Repolesk • Amy B. Reyes • Nancy Thalia Reynolds • Amy 
Robinson • Christopher R. Rogers • Ronnie Rom • Leslie L. Rounds • Hadeal Salamah • Meredith 

Schorr • John W. Shannon • Karyn N. Silverman • Laura Simeon • Rita Soltan • Mathangi 
Subramanian • Jennifer Sweeney • Deborah D. Taylor • Renee Ting • Christina Vortia • Yung Hsin 

Leslie Stall Widener • Angela Wiley • Bean Yogi  

INDIE
Tracy Kelly • Alana Abbott • Kent Armstrong • Darren Carlaw • Charles Cassady • Michael Deagler  

Stephanie Dobler Cerra • Steve Donoghue • Joshua Farrington • Jean Gazis • Justin Hickey • Ivan 
Kenneally • Jim Piechota • Sarah Rettger • Erica Rivera • Hal Schrieve • Jerome Shea  

Barry Silverstein  
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background, although she does provide exposition and a pro-
logue in this series opener. The theme of steamy sex between a 
wealthy, dominant man who demands a beautiful, young wom-
an’s willing submission isn’t new, but Romig makes the plotline 
compelling through well-written sex scenes that first smolder, 
then burn. The dynamic between Rett and Emma—he insists, 
she resists and then surrenders—can get repetitive but devel-
ops as the story goes along. When Rett comes to Emma’s rescue, 
finding her bound and naked, he discovers unexpected tender-
ness within himself that brings a new dimension to their rela-
tionship: “It fucking broke my heart to see you like that....Until 
today, I wasn’t sure that organ existed within me.” Rett’s wealth 
adds an appealing fantasy component in which Emma can enjoy 
jewels, fine clothes, and a richly appointed mansion with atten-
tive servants. Meanwhile, the power struggle over rulership of 
New Orleans gives this tale a dramatic extra layer.

A heated erotic thriller with an intriguing background of 
political rivalry.

MAKING PEAS
Saia, S.M.R.
Illus. by Perko, Tina
Shelf Space Books (89 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-1-94-571320-0

First grader Gertie has issues with 
an annoying student, her school’s rules, 
and her old-fashioned name in this illus-
trated children’s book.

Clark Whittle sits down next to Gertie 
and calls her Gertrude, even after she tells him her preferred name, 
which gives her a rotten feeling about him right away. He goes on 
to kick her table leg and trip her in the cafeteria, goading her into 
throwing an apple at him, whereupon she’s taken to the principal’s 
office. But Gertie notes that Clark isn’t the only one causing her 
problems: Her teacher also calls her Gertrude, and so do her par-
ents, who gave her the name that she hates. Gertie decides that her 
name will now be Diana, like Wonder Woman’s alter ego, because 

“nobody is mean to Wonder Woman.” Dad points out that this isn’t 
quite true: “people are mean to Wonder Woman all the time.” She 
goes on to understand that adults are sometimes unpleasant to 
each other, as when she hears Mom and Grandma Trudy talking 
loudly through her bedroom wall, arguing about the new name 
and perhaps something else, too. When her short-lived new name 
solves none of her problems, Gertie decides that she must settle 
the score with a duel. Can Gertie and Clark reconcile and make 
peace without adult intervention? Saia, the author of Little Ant and 
the Spider (2019), realistically depicts a literal-minded, rule-loving, 
conflict-prone child who’s unsettled by adult nonchalance toward 
her world’s frequent injustices—such as being told to read a book 
she doesn’t want to read and being forced to reckon with an enemy 
by herself. Although the specifics of this school strife (spitball-
shooting bullies; disinterested, unaccommodating teachers) seem 
a tad dated, children facing adult indifference will find empathy 
here regarding their plight. Perko’s lively, loose grayscale pen-and-
ink illustrations will add interest for young readers. Gertie, Clark, 
and Gertie’s family present as White; Gertie’s friend Janie has 
curly hair and darker skin.

An engaging interpersonal drama for early elementary 
readers. 

THE CONSCIENCE CODE
Lead With Your Values: 
Advance Your Career
Shell, G. Richard
HarperCollins Leadership (272 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $11.99 e-book  |  Jun. 8, 2021
978-1-40-022113-4

A blueprint for ethical behavior in a 
frequently unethical business world.

Shell, the chair of the Wharton 
School’s legal studies and business ethics 

department, firmly asserts that adopting a “conscience code” of 
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ethical behavior in a corporate setting is not only morally right, but 
also more profitable than the alternative. According to the Ethics 
Resource Center, Shell writes, 40% of U.S. workers have witnessed 
unethical behavior on the job over the course of a year, but most of it 
goes unreported out of fear or unaddressed due to inertia or incom-
petence. The author interviewed several Wharton students about 
their encounters with such bad behavior, and he presents a great 
many examples in these pages. Readers will find many of these situ-
ations familiar, whether it’s a manager coercing employees to over-
look something illegal or an entire team overstepping boundaries to 
hit a deadline. He also draws on the work of social psychologists in 
identifying a select group of pressures that can lead to bad decisions, 
which he calls the “PAIRS Pressures”; they involve one’s peers, the 
desire to obey authority, incentives (such as goals and deadlines), 
role expectations, and systemic pressure. He then explains 10 
rules that readers can use as guidelines to combat these pressures, 
such as “Face the Conflict,” “Commit to Your Values,” and so on. 
The aptness of Shell’s many examples and consistent tone of wise 
encouragement will doubtless help many struggling readers find 
the courage to live by their convictions in the workplace. They’ll be 
further encouraged by Shell’s insistence that doing the right thing is 
advantageous not only philosophically, but also practically. Indeed, 
the advice here is designed to reorient readers away from ambition 
and coercion—the lures of the so-called “bad wolf”—and toward 
the ethical path, which, Shell stresses, is the successful one in the 
long term: “Authentic, lasting success in any profession demands 
adherence to the highest standards of integrity.” 

An inspiring business book about doing the right thing.

WAKE UP THE NIGHT
Silver, Kenneth A.
Four Seasons Press (343 pp.) 
Jul. 20, 2021

Silver’s debut collection of quiet 
stories explores grim themes, including 
humankind’s propensity for violence and 
the inevitability of death.

Like many of the tales here, the open-
ing story, “Outside Influence,” begins 
modestly and gradually turns somber. In 
it, an American photographer tries cap-

turing the serenity of grazing deer before the animals shockingly 
turn on him. As the story progresses, more animals, and even 
beloved pets, become increasingly aggressive toward humans. In 
the more humorous title story, Ben Burton is born to parents 
who live in an age-restricted community. Unsurprisingly, some 
elderly residents object to the boy’s presence; one woman insists, 

“anyone who thinks I don’t like kids is dead wrong—just not in 
my backyard.” Perhaps the collection’s most uplifting tale is 
the novella Leak in the Roof, which offers selections from a cel-
ebrated fashion designer’s autobiographical manuscript. Kenny 
Silverman, before becoming fashion’s “enfant terrible” in the 
1970s, expressed himself through poetry. The story recounts 
the long and difficult road he took to commercial success and 
how he fought for a healthier Earth along the way. Silver aptly 

couples sharp prose (“I was finally seeing life with a ‘what have 
you done for me lately?’ attitude, and not through a mind riddled 
with flashbacks”) with playful narrative formats throughout this 
collection; a few stories comprise scriptlike dialogue exchanges, 
and the book ends with scenes from the author’s Canada-set, 
Vietnam-era screenplay. There are intriguing thematic links 
among the tales, including examinations of American racism and 
environmentalism; certain character names, such as Ian, Bess, 
and Jonah, also recur, as do bits of Silver’s intermittent poetry 
(“The years whisper loneliness / Muffled by the day’s ordeals”), 
creating new connections.

Subdued, insightful tales of characters at dark points in 
their lives. 

FIND SOMEONE TO LOVE
Sood, Divya
Riverdale Avenue Books (264 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
May 30, 2019
978-1-62-601503-6

An Indian optician living in New York 
City comes to terms with the fact that 
she’s gay in Sood’s novel. 

The story opens in Queens with 
Priya, a woman with a master’s degree in 

English who later became “mesmerized by the world of optics.” 
Currently, she’s mourning the death of her cousin, Prem. As the 
family prepares to scatter Prem’s ashes into the Ganges in India, 
she reflects on the tight bond she shared with her cousin and the 
secrets they shared. Born a day apart in the same hospital in Cal-
cutta, Prem remained in India, a closeted gay man who married 
and became a father before taking his own life; Priya, meanwhile, 
relocated to New York, where she fell for fellow student Leyla, 
only for her love to be unrequited. Priya now works at 20/20 
Optical, where her mundane daily life involves awkward inter-
actions with customers and coping with her quirky colleagues—
Sam, the owner, who sees the business as his “lifeblood,” and Ed, 
a lazy yet gifted optician with a mysterious past. Priya’s world is 
thrown into turmoil when Leyla is unexpectedly hired as 20/20’s 
new doctor and reveals that she now has a husband. It’s unusual 
to set a novel in an optician’s store, but Sood makes it work bril-
liantly, as its workers are endearing and sharply observed, as 
when Priya describes Sam: “He struck me as someone who didn’t 
just open a business but poured himself into it.” The narrative 
is punctuated with precise optician-speak (“rimless frames with 
hi-index lenses in a minus six or six and a quarter”); however, the 
crackle of jargon is offset by Priya’s tender inner thoughts, which 
Sood relates poetically: “what had broken my spirit was that I 
loved her.” The novel also offers moments of poignant, power-
ful dialogue along the way: “ ‘We could be in a different place.’ 
I said. ‘If people just talked about it.’ ” Readers seeking a neat 
resolution to the story may be mildly dissatisfied, but this makes 
Priya’s emotional journey no less gripping. 

Observant, stirring writing that explores the challenges 
of openness. 
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“There are intriguing thematic links among the tales, including 
examinations of American racism and environmentalism.”

wake up the night
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FINDING A FRIEND
Swain, Traci
Illus. by Kadysha
Letter Links Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
May 18, 2021
978-1-73-648022-9
978-1-73-648020-5 paper

A great white shark tries to find a new 
friend in this debut science-centered pic-

ture book.
Deep Blue, a Carcharodon carcharias, doesn’t understand why 

everyone swims away from her. Using a clamshell computer for 
research and armed with advice from her trusty sea star compan-
ion, Cushy, Deep Blue determines she’ll spend the day making a 
new friend. But the fur seals and smaller sharks flee before she can 
join their games. When Cushy advises her to approach her next 
potential friends slowly, two brave penguins stick around to get to 
know Deep Blue, giving the shark, the sea star, and their new pals a 
chance to share science facts about their lives in and near the water. 
As Cushy and Deep Blue depart, the two warmly acknowledge that 
they are best friends. Deep Blue’s efforts may remind readers of 
the overly enthusiastic protagonist of Peter Brown’s You Will Be My 
Friend! (2011), while Cushy’s regular interjections of scientific names 
for different species and the exchange of facts are reminiscent of 
The Magic School Bus TV series. Swain presents the entertaining and 
informative story primarily through dialogue (shown in Kadysha’s 
bright digital illustrations as word balloons with a different color for 
each speaker), inviting readers to become immersed in the conversa-
tions. While all the animals retain some realistic features, Deep Blue 
and Cushy are the most anthropomorphized, particularly the shark’s 
expressively curled nose and purple headband.

Animal lovers will enjoy the facts in this whimsical tale 
about an inseparable duo.

THE GHOSTS OF 
BELCOURT CASTLE 
Tinney, Harle H.
Urlink Print & Media (108 pp.) 
$14.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Apr. 8, 2021
978-1-64-753726-5
978-1-64-753725-8 paper

Tinney recounts Gilded Age–ghost 
stories associated with Belcourt Castle 
in Newport, Rhode Island.  

Belcourt Castle, part of a once-glit-
tering string of opulent homes, originally belonged to the Bel-
mont family. For 15 years it stood abandoned (gathering more 
urban legends, as abandoned mansions do), and in the mid-20th 
century, it came into the possession of Tinney’s family. Tinney 
herself often led guided tours of the house for visitors, which 
honed her ability to tell these spooky stories—and that abil-
ity is on full display in these pages. Readers are treated to all 
the spine-tingling staples from the Belcourt repertoire: blood-
curdling screams coming from dark shadows, ghosts at a corpo-
rate Christmas party, Girl Scouts screaming at sounds coming 
from inside a suit of armor, and even the wandering apparition 
of a hooded monk, always manifesting in proximity to a carved 
statue of the same (“the statue was in the center of the ballroom,” 
we’re told, “when our tour guide heard ‘Get out’ ”). Aided by the 
historical research of Virginia Smith, Tinney tells these haunted-
house tales with exactly the kind of old-fashioned rococo relish 
that they require (“a third scream pierced the silence with debil-
itating effect”). The book includes uncredited photographs of 
the castle’s creepiest and most evocative locations and artifacts, 
but the main attraction is the storytelling, presented with verve 
and perfect pacing. Almost all old or picturesque houses sport 
some tales like these, and although Belcourt Castle has since 
passed out of Tinney family ownership, all the best of the lore 
is preserved here, both for readers who’ve visited the place and 
for those who never will. 

A spirited, frightfully enjoyable collection.

IN THE AFTERMATH  
Ward, Jane
She Writes Press 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-64-742193-9

Ward offers a thoughtful novel about 
the long-term repercussions of one man’s 
impulsive act. 

In April 2008, David Herron, a 
small-business owner in desperate finan-
cial straits due to the financial crisis 

and recession, commits suicide, which irrevocably alters the 
lives of his family, friends, and even people whom he’s never 
met. The story, set on Massachusetts’ North Shore, picks up 
again two years later with moving portrayals of the changed 
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circumstances and turbulent emotions of several main charac-
ters affected by the drastic act. His wife, Jules, a baker; his teen-
age daughter, Rennie; his childhood best friend, Charlie Gale; 
his banker, Dan Hopper; and Denise Healey, a former police 
detective, are all struggling in different ways to cope with deep 
feelings of guilt and self-blame, each for their own personal rea-
sons. Each of these characters is vividly drawn, uniquely indi-
vidual, and highly relatable; their relationships are complex, and 
their stories intersect in unexpected ways. The chapters rotate 
through different points of view and are grouped into chrono-
logical sections, ending in April 2011. A few of the transitions 
between time periods and points of view seem jarring at first, 
but ultimately the narrative weaves its strands together into a 
coherent whole. Ward masterfully builds a sense of dread with 
mundane details in the first section, and the way that she finds 
significance in moments of ordinary, everyday life is reminiscent 
of the work of Anne Tyler. This deeply empathetic novel deals 
sensitively with difficult subjects, exploring the experience of 
loss, the tension between revealing one’s emotions and holding 
them back, and the fundamental human need for forgiveness—
from others and from oneself. Its satisfying conclusion avoids 
easy resolutions, instead offering readers a sense of open-ended, 
hopeful possibility.

An insightful and psychologically astute story of ordinary 
people moving forward after personal tragedy. 

WHEN EMILY 
WENT MISSING 
My Haunted Garden 
Book 1
Weems, Michael
Self (322 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Feb. 12, 2021
979-8-70-818729-1

A young woman experiences super-
natural horticulture in small-town Texas. 

Weems’ novel starts off on a normal enough, albeit sordid, 
note: In the town of Foxglove, Texas, young Ruth Gonzalez’s 
mother, referred to only as “Mom,” begins a secret affair with 
her former high school boyfriend, Dale Roberts (Ruth: “His 
name still tastes like vomit in my mouth whenever I speak 
it”), while Ruth’s father is out of town. What followed has 
become known as “the Incident.” Overcome with remorse, 
Mom broke off her affair with Dale. But Dale returned to their 
house later, drunk, and shot her to death, severely injuring 
Ruth with an errant gunshot through her head. (“Numerous 
bridges of my brain were either damaged or wholly discon-
nected, but instant death was not a result,” she deadpans. “I 
called that a win.”) In the wake of the Incident, Ruth’s life 
changes dramatically. In addition to the fact that her brain 

“did some rewiring,” her long-haul trucker father decides to 
get a local job so they can spend more time together. One pri-
ority is to leave their murder-haunted house. They take the 
groundskeeper’s property at the local cemetery, a house once 

occupied by an eccentric character named Eddie who compul-
sively knew everything about every U.S. president and claimed 
that the overgrown garden behind the property was peculiarly 
resistant to mowing or pruning. The novel is narrated from 
Ruth’s first-person perspective, and by this point, she’s already 
revealed to readers that she often hears Eddie’s president-
obsessed thoughts in her head and that one of her best friends 

“is a dead woman named Lilith.” So, it’s no surprise when she 
immediately begins to feel a strange communication with the 
overgrown wild garden behind her new house.

Weems balances the mixture of small-town ways and super-
natural happenings with an easy, seasoned confidence. The 
key to this success is his decision to tell the story from the 
immediate viewpoint of Ruth herself—and to invest her with 
a quirky, dark, sharply observant personality more reminiscent 
of a Flannery O’Connor character than of Harper Lee’s Scout. 
This decision allows Weems to flex his comic talents even in 
the grimmest moments of the plot. At one particularly dark 
moment at the book’s climax, for instance, Ruth spots a proces-
sion of fire ants floating together across the surface of a body of 
water and thinks they look “like a bunch of drunk college kids 
floating the Guadalupe.” The twin forces impinging on Ruth’s 
post-shooting life—the brainless, gossiping cruelty of her class-
mates (one more than others, the Emily of the book’s title) and 
Ruth’s own burgeoning supernatural experiences—lead her to 
commune not only with dead people, but also with the mysteri-
ous garden itself: “You can sleep here. Sleep in the dirt with us,” that 
garden voice tells her. “It’s peaceful here….You can rest while we’ll 
watch over you.” The narrative moves ahead at its own distinctly 
idiosyncratic pace, with Ruth digressing at pretty much any 
point she pleases. The result is entirely winning, a story that 
manages to be simultaneously dark and heartwarming. 

A gripping, ultimately endearing supernatural tale about 
an odd girl and an even odder garden. 
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“Weems balances the mixture of small-town ways and supernatural 
happenings with an easy, seasoned confidence.”

when emily went missing
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Se e n  &  He a r d
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB

NATALIE WOOD’S SISTER TO REVISIT HER DEATH IN BOOK
Actor Lana Wood will address the drowning death of her sister, movie 

star Natalie Wood, in a new memoir, according to the Hollywood Reporter.
Lana Wood’s Little Sister: My Investigation Into the Mysterious Death of 

Natalie Wood will be published by Dey Street Books this fall. 
Natalie Wood, known for her iconic performances in films like Rebel 

Without a Cause and West Side Story, drowned off Catalina Island in 1981 
while on a trip aboard her husband Robert Wagner’s yacht. The manner of 
death was initially ruled an accident, but the boat’s captain, Dennis Davern, 
later said he believed Wagner murdered her, a suspicion that Lana Wood 
shares.

In 2018, Wagner, now 91, was named a “person of interest” in Natalie 
Wood’s death. He has never been charged with a crime in association with 
the drowning.

“I’ve waited 40 years to finally unburden myself about what happened to my sister Natalie Wood,” Lana Wood said. “I’m 
finally sharing everything I know now and what I knew then but was not ready to or brave enough to reveal. This book will shed 
new light on my life with Natalie, leading up to, and culminating in the events surrounding her death.”

Little Sister is slated for publication on Nov. 9.

TEXAS MUSEUM PULLS OUT OF FORGET THE ALAMO EVENT
A Texas history museum in Austin pulled out of an event fea-

turing a new book about the Alamo just hours before it was sched-
uled to begin, the San Antonio Express-News reports.

The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum was set to co-
host an event featuring two of the authors of Forget the Alamo: 
The Rise and Fall of an American Myth in early July, but the writers 
said they were told the museum would be withdrawing because 
of concerns from its board of directors, which includes the two 
highest-ranking politicians in Texas: Gov. Greg Abbott and Lt. Gov. 
Dan Patrick. Both are conservative Republicans.

Forget the Alamo, by Bryan Burrough, Chris Tomlinson, and 
Jason Stanford, critically examines the myths that surround the 
famed San Antonio mission and argues that discussions about 
slavery are too often left out of the story about the battle. In a 
starred review, a critic for Kirkus called the book “an iconoclastic, romping, bull’s-eye volley at an enduring sacred cow—popular 
history at its most engaging and insightful.”

“I think we’re being censored, which is a shame because the mission of the Texas history museum is to promote examining our 
past,” co-author Tomlinson told the Express-News. “We’ve done more than a dozen events, and this is the first time we’ve been 
shut down like this.”

The literary nonprofit PEN America expressed concern about the museum’s decision, writing in a statement, “If this was 
indeed an attempt to silence the speakers because they wrote a book that challenges the governor’s preferred historical narra-
tive; it’s censorship, plain and simple.”
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Natalie Wood, left, and Lana Wood, circa 1960.

The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum in Austin.
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You wouldn’t know from its recent failure to investigate the Jan. 
6 insurrection, but there was a time when Congress was quick to 
act on perceived perils to the public good. In 1954, for example, the 
Senate convened a subcommittee on juvenile delinquency, worried 
about a widespread outbreak of gum snapping and pomade dipping, 
and traced the problem to a newfangled invention: the comic book.

Anticipating a ban, the comic book industry censored itself with 
a code containing provisions such as this: “Scenes dealing with, or 
instruments associated with walking dead, torture, vampires and 
vampirism, ghouls, cannibalism, and werewolfism are prohibited.” 
And this: “Divorce shall not be treated humorously nor represented 
as desirable.”

Fortunately, when I was a kid, the good souls at Mad Magazine 
were battling the Code of the Comic Books Asssociation of America, 
continuing the necessary work of creating delinquents. A generation 
earlier, when my mom was a kid, the Senate was busily denouncing 

“series books for children,” taking aim squarely at an empire founded 
by a shrewd publisher named Edward Stratemeyer, the creator of 
Tom Swift, the Hardy Boys, the Bobbsey Twins, and other charac-
ters that captured the hearts and minds of innocent children across 
the land.

In 1929, Stratemeyer dreamed up a character who variously bore 
the names Diana Dare, Stella Strong, and Nell Cody. He put an advertisement in a writers magazine inviting 
applications to join the “Stratemeyer Syndicate.” By the time a young journalist named Mildred Wirt (later 
Mildred Wirt Benson) sent in her resume, the character was called Nan Drew, then, finally, Nancy Drew.

Wirt’s application was successful, and Stratemeyer sent her a carefully constructed outline and a work-for-
hire contract that paid her a flat $100 per book. When Stratemeyer died the following year, he was paying her 
$125, and the first four books in the series had been published under the pen name Carolyn Keene. Wirt set to 
work on the fifth, The Secret of Shadow Ranch, working now from a bare-bones description of three sentences, 
the first of which read, unhelpfully, “A thrilling tale of mysterious doings at various places in the valley.”

The valley in question was Phoenix, and the yarn Wirt concocted was both implausible and captivating, full 
of lost treasure, ghost stallions, and shadowy outlaws. Published 90 years ago, in 1931, Secret was a smash hit, 
far outselling other Stratemeyer series novels. Left to her own devices but still bound to the Syndicate (its first 
rule: don’t talk about the Syndicate), Wirt began to shape Nancy from a somewhat obnoxious ingénue with a 
rich dad, a new car, and a wardrobe big enough to fill a boxcar into a self-reliant, intelligent young woman. Far 
from being a threat to the commonwealth of kids, she was a role model for girls.

During the Depression, Wirt’s fee fell to $85 a book until she was briefly replaced by a middle-aged man 
who worked for even less. It didn’t work out. Wirt returned, and Nancy Drew went on to solve mystery after 
mystery and enrich the lives of her readers. Her creators are long gone, but she does so to this very day, Con-
gress notwithstanding.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.
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