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“A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction,” 
Virginia Woolf famously wrote in A Room of One’s Own. This expansive essay, 
published in 1929 and based on two speeches delivered at the women’s col-
leges of Cambridge University the year before, sharply assessed the structural 
barriers to women’s creativity. Woolf imagines a sister for William Shake-
speare—a woman blessed with equal genius—who did not have an equal lati-
tude to write masterpieces of her own. “Perhaps she scribbled some pages up 
in an apple loft on the sly,” Woolf writes, “but was careful to hide them or set 
fire to them.”

Some of Woolf ’s points—that women’s anger at their position would mar their fiction, for exam-
ple—don’t feel terribly germane in 2021. (Plenty of literature we admire today is written from a place 
of rage.) But the economic realities that shape women’s lives, and can stunt their opportunities for 
artistic expression, remain.

Three brief passages from Woolf ’s essay form the epigraph for a splendid 
debut novel by writer Jo Hamya. Three Rooms (Mariner Books, Aug. 31) follows 
its unnamed narrator, a 20-something woman of color, from a furnished room 
at Oxford (where she is tenuously employed as a postdoc research assistant) 
to the living room of a London acquaintance where she pays rent to sleep on a 
couch (while working as a copy editor at a society magazine) to…well, I won’t 
divulge the third room where she winds up. An explicit homage to A Room of 
One’s Own, the novel has its own observations to make about precarity, inde-
pendence, race, class, gender, and much more. Our starred review of Three Rooms found “echoes of 
Zadie Smith and Sally Rooney,” declaring, “Scintillating prose and sly social observation make this 
novel a tart pleasure.”

Acclaimed writer Deborah Levy circles some of the same concerns from 
the vantage point of middle age in a new memoir, Real Estate (Bloomsbury, Aug. 
24). This is the latest volume in what Levy calls her “Living Autobiography,” 
preceded by Things I Don’t Want To Know (2014) and The Cost of Living (2018). 
Here, Levy, the Booker Prize–nominated author of novels such as Hot Milk and 
The Man Who Saw Everything, reflects on her own precarious position as an 
accomplished writer who nevertheless finds herself approaching 60 with finite 
resources, adult daughters, and a marriage that has ended. 

“I was also searching for a house in which I could live and work and make a world at my own 
pace,” Levy writes, “but even in my imagination this home was blurred, undefined, not real, or not 
realistic, or lacked realism.” (Her “real” home is in a “crumbling apartment block” on a hill in North 
London.) Real Estate is a chimerical book, moving elusively through Levy’s reality and imagination, 
with detours to New York, Mumbai, Berlin, and Paris. Our reviewer called the book “a captivating 
journey to find a sense of place.” The quest for a room of one’s own continues.
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IN EVERY MIRROR 
SHE’S BLACK
Åkerström, Lolá Ákínmádé
Sourcebooks Landmark (416 pp.) 
$21.49  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-72824-038-1  

The lives of three very different 
Black women intertwine around the 
enigmatic chief executive of a Swedish 
marketing company.

Neither Muna Saheed, Brittany-Rae 
Johnson, nor Kemi Adeyemi ever envisioned themselves liv-
ing in Sweden’s capital—a city, Kemi muses, so magnetic that 

“if Stockholm was a man and she’d met him in a nightclub, she 
would have propelled herself right away to ask him to dance.” 
And though each hails from different backgrounds—Kemi is a 
young Nigerian American advertising executive quickly rising 
up the professional ranks; Brittany’s a disillusioned Jamaican 
American model-turned–flight attendant; and Muna’s a trau-
matized Somali refugee—they share a vital trait: Each, in Swed-
ish society, is marked as a Black woman and foreign transplant 
before anything else. Each, too, is linked to Johan “Jonny” von 
Lundin, the CEO of von Lundin Marketing and seemingly a man-
ifestation of Sweden’s status quo—racially, culturally, and eco-
nomically. In three interlocking narratives that eventually draw 
the women into closer orbit, each fights to carve a path within 
insular Swedish society. Kemi, lured to von Lundin Marketing 
for a position as a director of global diversity, must continually 
prove herself to her colleagues amid entrenched stereotypes of 
Black and American women. As her budding relationship with 
Jonny grows serious, Brittany grapples with the isolating, clas-
sist milieu he lives within. Meanwhile, Muna, who cleans the 
von Lundin offices, tries to stitch together a makeshift family to 
replace the one she’s lost. As the women contend with Swedish 
language, norms, and expectations, it becomes clear that as long 
as the interests of Black women remain subservient to White 
feminism, each must construct her own life template and deter-
mine whether its personal sacrifices are worthwhile. Åkerström 
paints an admirably rich portrait of a particular culture—its 
nuances, norms, and idiosyncrasies—raising important ques-
tions of prejudice, racial bias, agency, and belonging. Her char-
acters, however, can feel predictable, and her writing, especially 
in romance scenes, often resorts to clichés.

A novel with thematic depth and complexity sometimes 
undercut by flat characters.
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NEW YORK, MY VILLAGE
Akpan, Uwem
Norton (400 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-393-88142-4  

A Nigerian editor suffers through 
four months in New York in Akpan’s 
satirical first novel.

Ekong Udousoro, a Nigerian book 
editor, heads to Manhattan to under-
study at a publishing house and edit an 

anthology of stories by minority writers caught in the crossfire 
during the Biafran War, a ruthless ethnic conflict that con-
sumed southern Nigeria in the late 1960s and whose legacy still 
haunts Ekong and other members of his hard-hit tribal minor-
ity. After procuring a visa—an infuriating process that provides 
some of the book’s most affecting scenes—Ekong arrives in 
New York and quickly falls in love with Times Square, which 
feels “so global, so democratic, as though all these lights had 

already boiled and refined every soul down to essential human-
ity.” Yet he also finds himself living in an illegal sublet in a 
shabby Hell’s Kitchen apartment that hasn’t been renovated 
in decades—and he and his neighbors soon find themselves 
battling not just racial tensions, but an infestation of bedbugs. 
Meanwhile, Ekong finds himself the only person at his publish-
ing house who isn’t White, something that is uncomfortable 
for him and, tellingly, for his supposedly anti-racist co-workers. 
(There’s an amazing moment during an editorial meeting when 
Jack, a high-powered villain on the publicity team, says that 
Ekong isn’t “conversant” enough about American culture to edit 
American stories; Ekong replies that Jack is “totally right,” then 
adds, “But you guys have been editing African fiction, no?”) 
America and Nigeria serve as mirrors for each other here: Both 
are places of incredible diversity (Nigeria has at least 250 eth-
nic groups), yet both are marred by the fact that old conflicts 
continue to circumscribe nearly every interracial (or intertribal) 
interaction. Yet, as important as Akpan’s investigations into 
this subject are, his book struggles at the line and scene levels. 
For instance, this interaction between Ekong and his neighbor 
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Summer 2021 has been an especially perplexing time 
in sports: The 2020 Tokyo Olympics never rebranded, 
which reinforced the feeling of being stuck in a pandemic 
time loop; the most famous Springsteen was Olympian 
Jessica, which sparked a thousand corny headlines; and 
the Cleveland baseball team announced its new name 
with the panache of a pop star dropping a surprise album, 
which makes Washington, D.C.’s inability to rename its 
football team even more baffling. Is it any wonder so 
many of us welcomed the return of Ted Lasso, America’s 
most soothing television show? 

Ted Lasso is a Kansas football coach hired to helm an 
English Premier League soccer team, AFC Richmond, 
and his powerful Midwestern charm wins over the team 
and fans alike. Unlike popular television shows of the past 
20 years that focus on antiheroes, violence, and misogy-
ny, Ted Lasso espouses kindness and teamwork. Romance, 
we often say, is the genre of hope, so it’s no surprise that 
romancelandia has embraced a show that aligns with our 
core values: When Ted Lasso leaps up and taps the “BE-
LIEVE” sign hanging above his office door, he invites us 
to believe, too.

Ted Lasso fans might be interested to discover that 
many of the show’s plotlines can be found in contempo-
rary romance. On the Fated Mates podcast, co-host Sarah 
MacLean and I argued that player Roy Kent could have 
been plucked straight out of romance central casting: A 
man that gruff was surely destined for love. Ted Lasso fans 
worried that Richmond won’t be promoted back to the 
Premier League can rest assured that the following ro-
mance novels guarantee a happily-ever-after.

Roy and Keely’s relationship 
is classic “grumpy/sunshine,” a ro-
mance trope in which a relentless-
ly cheerful person wins the heart 
of a die-hard curmudgeon. In Na-
lini Singh’s Rock Hard (TKA Distri-
bution, 2015), Gabriel Bishop ap-
plies the no-holds-barred mental-
ity he learned as a rugby star to the 
business world. After taking over a 
struggling department store, Gabri-
el sets his sights on shy executive as-

sistant Charlotte Baird. Opposites attract, and Gabriel is 
a force of nature determined to uncover the secrets of the 
woman hiding behind a helpful, friendly demeanor. 

When Rebecca assumes ownership of AFC Rich-
mond, it’s a classic “woman in a man’s world” story. Like-
wise, Irresistible You by Kate Meader (Pocket Books, 2017) 

tells the tale of three estranged sis-
ters who inherit a struggling NHL 
team after the death of their dif-
ficult, mercurial father. Harper 
Chase is determined to turn the 
team around by recruiting Remy 
DuPre, a veteran with known lead-
ership qualities. Remy and Harper 
try to ignore their strong attrac-
tion as they work side by side. 

Prodigal son Jamie Tartt wants 
back on the Richmond team, and 
The Dating Playbook by Farrah Ro-

chon (Forever, Aug. 17) tells the 
story of Jamar Dixon’s attempt 
to return to the NFL after a knee 
injury. When Jamar decides that 
personal trainer Taylor Powell is 
the only one who can get him into 
shape, he convinces her to pretend 
they are dating, hoping to keep 
their training sessions out of the 
media spotlight. 

On Ted Lasso, when player Sam 
Obisanya learns that the club’s fic-

tional sponsor, Dubai Air, is harming his homeland of 
Nigeria, he blocks out the company’s name on his kit in 
an act of protest. In Role Model by 
Rachel Reid (Carina Press, Aug. 
10), Troy Barrett is traded to a new 
hockey team after supporting the 
women who accused his former 
teammate and best friend of be-
ing a rapist. Even though Troy is 
firmly in the closet, he can’t hide 
his attraction to his new team’s so-
cial media manager, Harris Drover. 
Troy calls out sexual assault in the 
NHL but must also grapple with 
why he complied with hockey’s heteronormative and mi-
sogynistic culture in the first place.

Jennifer Prokop co-hosts the romance podcast Fated Mates. 
Follow her on Twitter @JenReadsRomance.
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FICTION | Jennifer Prokop

The Romance Tropes of Ted Lasso



is as defined by its stilted dialogue as it is by its piercing insight 
into the sometimes-fraught relationship between Black Amer-
icans and Black Africans: “ ‘Look, Ekong, let’s forget our dis-
agreement for a moment, so we can really talk,’ he said, clearing 
his throat. ‘You’re very gracious...thanks,’ I said, straightening 
up. ‘Keith, talking is good, talking is really good, bro.’ ‘Yes.’ ‘No, 
I’m sorry for my outburst and attack! I didn’t have to say that 
about slaves and your ancestors—our ancestors….’ ‘I guess we 
can’t resolve four-hundred-year-old bad blood by screaming at 
each other on the streets.’ ‘I know.’ ‘Bro, how was your day?’ ‘So-
so.’ ‘Mine, too.’ ”

A rollicking picaresque at times hindered by stilted dia-
logue and bulky scenes.

THE STRANGER IN THE 
LIFEBOAT
Albom, Mitch
Harper/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-288834-1  

An inspirational novel about a disas-
ter and an answered prayer by the author 
of The Five People You Meet in Heaven 
(2003).

What if you call out for the Lord 
and he actually appears before you? Days after billionaire Jason 
Lambert’s luxury yacht Galaxy suddenly sinks in the North 
Atlantic with many illustrious passengers aboard, a few survi-
vors float in a life raft. Among them is Benji, a deckhand who 
narrates the ordeal in a notebook while they desperately hope 
for rescue. Lambert is a caricature of a greedy capitalist pig 
who thinks only of himself and his lost ship and mocks Benji 
as “scribble boy,” but the main character is a young stranger 
pulled out of the water. “Well, thank the Lord we found you,” 
a woman tells him. “I am the Lord,” he whispers in reply. Imag-
ine the others’ skepticism: If you’re not lying, then why won’t 
you save us? Why don’t you answer our prayers? I always answer 
people’s prayers, he replies, “but sometimes the answer is no.” 
Meanwhile, the ship’s disappearance is big news as searchers 
scour the vast ocean in vain. The lost survivors are surrounded 
by water and dying of thirst, “a grim reminder of how little the 
natural world cares for our plans.” Out of desperation, one per-
son succumbs to temptation and drinks ocean water—always a 
bad mistake. Another becomes shark food. The Lord says that 
for him to help, everyone must accept him first, and Lambert, 
for one, is having none of it. The storyline and characters aren’t 
deep, but they’re still entertaining. A disaffected crew member 
might or might not have sunk the ship with limpet mines. And 
whether the raft’s occupants survive seems beside the point—
does a higher power exist that may pluck believers like Benji 
safely from the sea? Or is faith a sucker’s bet? Lord knows.

Unanswerable questions wrapped inside a thought-pro-
voking yarn.

ETERNAL NIGHT AT THE 
NATURE MUSEUM
Barton, Tyler
Sarabande (216 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-946448-84-2  

A quirky, often mischievous collec-
tion of stories by flash fictionist Barton.

There’s no narrative thread or really 
any rhyme or reason to this collection, 
but that’s definitely part of its charm. The 

stories here can be contained in a single paragraph or spread out 
to etch little moments in the lives of their characters. In some 
ways, it’s reminiscent of Raymond Carver or John Steinbeck in 
its evident compassion for the human condition but also doesn’t 
linger long enough to offer a deep dive into the pathos of its deni-
zens. The opener, “Once Nothing, Twice Shatter,” begins with a 
bang as an aging radio shock jock finds bigger and better jolts to 
the nervous system when he becomes a demolition derby driver. 
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Some are mere sketches but entertaining nonetheless, as in “The 
Skins,” which chronicles the search for the perfect set of hand 
claps for a recording studio, or the equally brief “County Map 
(Detail),” which is pretty much just a laundry list of small-town 
idiosyncrasies. There are some really great lines here, ranging 
from the opener of “Hiccups Forever”—“An hour after it hap-
pened, I watched our house explode”—to the Sam Shepard–ish 
vibe that launches “Spit If You Call It Fear” as the narrator con-
fesses, “He’s my brother and I love him but, Jesus, I won’t miss 
him.” “Black Sands,” one of the more playful tales, finds the 
inherent humor in old age as a 14-year-old girl clashes with her 
father, while the assisted living residents in “Of a Whole Body 
(Passing Through)” plot to escape their prison at every opportu-
nity. There’s also some genuine old-school flashbacks, as in “K,” 
which finds a guy reflecting on his childhood addiction to break 
dancing, and more modern satire in “Cowboy Man, Major Player,” 
which employs the themes of Modest Mouse’s music to portray 
the foibles of a man accidentally becoming a meme.

Funny, surprising, and disarmingly poignant stories that 
can appear laissez faire but are in fact, very finely crafted. 

THE SYMPHONIES 
Bely, Andrei
Trans. by Stone, Jonathan
Columbia Univ.  (512 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-231-19909-4  

Symbolist masterpiece by the 
writer whose work Vladimir Nabokov 
ranked among Russia’s greatest liter-
ary achievements.

Boris Nikolaeyvich Bugaev (1880-
1934), better known by the pen name that means “Andrew the 
White,” was an exponent of what translator Stone calls the 

“short-lived utopianism” of a movement that perhaps naïvely 
assumed that literature can make a difference in the world. 
Even so, Bely’s work is marked by a deep pessimism, and if some 
of it foreshadows magic realism, there is always dark sorcery at 
work. These four “symphonies,” a cross between prose poem 
and novella, manifest both idealism and doom. In “Northern 
Symphony,” a set of short, numbered paragraphs resembling 
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a kind of syllogism, he writes, with foreboding. “1. Big as the 
mountains, the houses bristled and swaggered like overfed 
swine. / 2. To the timid pedestrian they winked with their count-
less windows, turned their blind walls to him in a sign of disdain, 
or mocked his secret thoughts with columns of smoke.” In the 
second, “Dramatic,” symphony, he concludes a series with “7. 
The ascetic’s glowing face smiled, even though it was cold. / 8. 
But clouds covered the horizon. / 9. The day was extinguished 
like a sad candle.” It’s an extraordinary poetry, and if the conclu-
sions don’t always follow from the premises, the overall effect 
suggests the power of language as a tool of enchantment and, 
at times, incantation. Much of these symphonies are given over 
to a kind of fairy tale, although a few of them speak to Bely’s 
interest in politics, as when he imagines a crowd of anarchists 
and social democrats arguing over who is more leftist: “Over 
tea they threw verbal bombs,” Bely writes in a mashup of Marx 
and Lewis Carroll, “expropriating other people’s thoughts.” The 
sole shortcoming of the book are its too-scanty notes, though 
the ones that are there speak to telling facets of Bely’s method, 
such as his naming characters after birds, which would not be 
apparent to the reader without Russian.

Otherworldly tales of haunting beauty and a welcome 
addition to the canon of classic Russian literature in English.

ASSEMBLY 
Brown, Natasha
Little, Brown (112 pp.) 
$19.49  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-316-26826-4  

A young Black woman considers her 
options.

At the center of this brilliant debut is 
a young Black British woman who works 
in finance. She works, and for as long as 
she can remember she has worked, in 

relentless pursuit of achievement, success, excellence. “I am 
everything they told me to become,” she says. Her White boy-
friend comes from a moneyed old family, and an invitation to 
his parents’ anniversary party—a gargantuan affair—frames 
one end of this slim, swiftly moving novel. On the other end 
is a visit the narrator pays to her oncologist, where she discov-
ers she has a decision to make. Between the oncologist and the 
party is an intense rumination on her choices, her life, and the 
pieces from which she’s managed to assemble an identity, how-
ever flawed. “I have emotions,” she says. “But I try to consider 
events as if they’re happening to someone else. Some other 
entity.” Indeed, the narrator seems painfully distant from both 
the people around her and the changes taking place in her life. 
She is constantly aware of how her appearance is utilized by 
others—part of her job, for instance, involves giving talks on 
diversity, for which her very presence is considered proof of her 
company’s success. In just over a hundred pages, Brown tackles 
not only race, but class, wealth, and gender disparities, the lin-
gering effects of colonialism, and the limits of language (“How 
can I use such a language to examine the society it reinforces?” 

the narrator wonders). This is Brown’s first novel, and it has all 
the jagged clarity of a shard of broken glass.

A piercing meditation on identity and race in contempo-
rary Britain.

LATE CITY
Butler, Robert Olen
Atlantic Monthly (304 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8021-5882-6  

A 115-year-old newspaperman looks 
back on both his life and a century of 
American-made toxic masculinity.

Sam Cunningham, the narrator of 
this high-concept historical novel, is the 
last living World War I veteran. As the 

story opens, on the night of Donald Trump’s election as presi-
dent, he’s in a retrospective, embittered mood. He recalls his 
childhood in Louisiana with his closed-off, racist father, his 
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“A piercing meditation on identity and 
race in contemporary Britain.”

assembly



stint in the war as a crack Army sniper, and, most prominently, 
his career at a Chicago newspaper, rising from cub reporter 
to editor-in-chief. Butler, who in recent years has focused on 
historical thrillers, is attuned to the details of war zones and 
the journalism world, emphasizing how we fail to see history’s 
cruelest men in the moment. Turning a blind eye to mobsters 
like Al Capone, fascists like Hitler, and demagogues like Huey 
Long as they emerged, Butler suggests, is an American tradition 
that led directly to Trump. Butler is strongest, though, when he 
approaches the theme from a more intimate perspective: the 
way Sam’s father rationalized lynchings and how the hypermas-
culine newsroom environment distanced him from his own son. 
(Sam’s wife, Colleen, who first took him in as a boarder after the 
war, is a sensible sounding board with a progressive streak.) The 
novel’s conceit—Sam’s extreme age and debates with God dur-
ing his long night of the soul—fits somewhat awkwardly over 
the more domestic details, and Butler telegraphs plot turns that 
make the story feel predictable. But the novel is affecting as 
Sam’s private reckoning with what Colleen calls his “ ‘be a man’ 
crusade,” recalling the better work of the late Ward Just, who 

wrote similar novels about fathers, sons, and (often misguided) 
senses of duty. 

Sage historical fiction that gets into the emotional grit 
behind major news events.

SMALL PLEASURES
Chambers, Clare
Custom House/Morrow (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-309472-7  

In the spirit of Barbara Pym’s nov-
els and the classic film Brief Encounters, 
Chambers provides an updated portrait 
of the vaunted British upper lip and its 
associated postwar values.

When the suburban North Kent Echo 
runs a story on parthenogenesis in small animals, it gets a curi-
ous letter to the editor in response: “I have always believed my 
own daughter (now ten) to have been born without the involve-
ment of any man,” writes Mrs. Gretchen Tilbury of Sidcup. 
When the opportunity arises to investigate this intriguing vir-
gin birth, Jean Swinney is eager to take on the assignment; it will 
be a nice distraction from her usual humdrum work. Given the 
social patterns of 1950s Britain, Jean’s beat consists chiefly of 
feature pieces of appeal to housewives, money-saving tips, reci-
pes, and the like. Jean’s personal life is equally nonstimulating, 
as she shares a joyless home with her agoraphobic and needy 
mother, and she finds a welcome respite in her growing attach-
ment to the Tilbury family. As clues to the mystery of “Our Lady 
of Sidcup” gradually reveal themselves to Jean, she finds herself 
in a relationship that might provide her with a last chance at 
domestic contentment. An awareness of the high cost of that 
potential happiness weighs heavily on Jean, and a bittersweet 
aura pervades Chambers’ gentle sketch of an unassuming, highly 
intelligent woman daring to contravene convention. In a depar-
ture from similar, yet tamer, depictions of postwar English life, 
Chambers acknowledges a broad range of human experience. 
Jean’s foibles, along with those of her irksome mother and other 
characters, are presented with sympathy, but readers in search 
of comfortable solutions will have to reassess their need to tie 
everything up with a vintage-style bow. 

Chambers’ tone is sweet, which is not the same as 
saccharine.
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CREMATION 
Chirbes, Rafael
Trans. by Miles, Valerie 
New Directions (432 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-8112-2430-7  

A man’s death stirs thoughts among 
his family and friends, who are also con-
nected by their experience of Spain’s eco-
nomic surge through the early aughts.

This is the second novel by Chirbes, 
one of Spain’s leading writers, to be translated into English. 
The first, On the Edge (2016), concerned the country’s economic 
decline after the global recession took hold in 2008. This book, 
originally published in 2007, gives a view of the pre-collapse bub-
ble as property developer Rubén Bertomeu and others ponder 
the death of his younger brother, Matías. Hold on to that simple 
precis, because Chirbes (1949-2015) isn’t an easy read. The book’s 
13 main sections are each a single paragraph offering a kind of 
stream of consciousness, with a different character dominating 
each chapter. Rubén’s enforcer—for drugs and violence played 
a role in the developer’s success story—takes one of the leading 
voices and provides some dark humor. Rubén is a man whose 
early idealism as an architect faded, and he grew wealthy feed-
ing Spain’s post-Franco building boom. He fell out with his friend 
Brouard, a novelist who long withheld from Rubén an important 
plot of land he owned. Brouard’s chapters show an aged, ailing 
heavy drinker, the subject of a biography being written by Juan, 
husband of Rubén’s daughter, Silvia. She’s an art restorer who has 
used her father’s money but abhors his greed and ego. Chirbes 
has a larger economic theme, but he’s also concerned with the 
way money affects family and friendship. His prose can be dense 
and disorienting but it’s always intelligent, and the translation 
by Miles seems excellent. While the main voices are generally 
distinctive, they all offer the author a convenient surrogate for 
brief rants and lectures on everything from art to literature, sex, 
money, aging, flowers, marriage, politics, history, and much more. 

A challenging excursion from one of Europe’s most dis-
tinctive voices.

MARTITA, I REMEMBER 
YOU 
Cisneros, Sandra
Vintage (128 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-593-31366-4  

A Chicago woman discovers old let-
ters from a long-lost friend she’d met as a 
young adult in Paris, leading her to recall 
friendships forged in the yearning days 
of her youth.

When Corina unearths a pack of letters from her friend Mar-
tita as she renovates her house, she recalls her time as a 20-year-old 
with Martita and Paola among the out-of-reach glamour of Paris, 

where they bonded over their shared poverty and dreams to do bet-
ter for themselves. Corina is waiting for a letter of acceptance from 
a French art foundation as her money disappears, hoping it arrives 
before she’s forced to go home to Chicago. Paola, from Italy, and 
Marta, from Buenos Aires, both let Corina stay with them in their 
own less-than-desirable living situations, and they walk around the 
glittering streets, looking but unable to access most of what they 
see, still holding onto their determination to partake of what they 
can with joie de vivre. We glean snippets of Corina’s life back home: 
Her father disapproving of her choices, her family making tamales 
in an assembly line for Christmas. When Corina finds herself back 
in Chicago, working at the gas company and married with children, 
pieces of Martita’s and Paola’s further adventures are detailed in 
their letters. Tightly written, unfolding in a controlled spool of 
memory, the story is told in a combination of correspondence and 
narrative vignettes; its length is closer to that of a long short story 
but it works as a stand-alone volume, especially as it’s paired with 
its Spanish version.

A tale both beautiful and brief.
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“A challenging excursion from one of 

Europe’s most distinctive voices.”
cremation
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THE NAMELESS ONES
Connolly, John
Emily Bestler/Atria (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-9821-7697-6  

A dark thriller by the author of The 
Dirty South (2020), featuring bloodthirsty 
veterans of the Balkan wars and occasional 
appearances by private detective Charlie 
Parker and his late daughter, Jennifer.

An aging Dutch criminal and his 
nephew are murdered in their safe house, and their blood drips 
through a ceiling and the floor below. The FBI investigates the 
death of a U.S. government employee named Armitage, who 
had a murky connection to Serbian gangster Zivco Ilić, and 
it may be best to chalk it up to suicide. The Serbian brothers 
Radovan and Spiridon Vuksan smuggle people across borders, 
several of whom committed mass murder during the Balkan 
wars—not unlike their late cousin Buha, a Serb who liked to 

crucify Muslims and Croats. Meanwhile, the “unusual private 
investigator named Charlie Parker” plays a background role, let-
ting his friends Louis, Angel, and the Fulci brothers carry the 
story for the good guys. That’s a relative term: If matronly Mrs. 
Bondarchuk had adopted the Fulci brothers in Queens, “even 
the rats would have moved out.” One of them is dumb as a rock, 
and the other is dumb as two rocks. And of Louis: “There are 
plagues that have killed fewer people.” Yet Parker has had a sal-
utary effect on his friends, saving them from years behind bars. 

“Who knew that a conscience could be contagious?” Jennifer 
communes with Louis in his dreams, suggesting that he need 
not fear the afterlife. But the prize for best character is Zorya, 
an evil, bent-over old woman often mistaken for a teenager and 
resembling “a malformed mannequin,” her skin “like a piece 
of fruit in the process of decay.” The overall plot isn’t obvious, 
although criminals seem to be tainting Serbia’s chances of join-
ing the European Union. But author Connolly’s descriptions are 
as engaging as his characters. “Death was an old woman who 
slept in hell.” A man’s smile “was by now under severe strain, like 
a bridge about to collapse.” 

This one is great stuff for the crime buff.

CLIVE CUSSLER’S 
THE DEVIL’S SEA 
Cussler, Dirk
Putnam (432 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-41964-9  

In the 26th of the lively Dirk Pitt 
Adventures, the family finds trouble on 
the high seas and in the high mountains.

Trouble comes looking for Dirk Pitt 
and his children, Dirk and Summer, in 

the strangest and most entertaining ways. (Mom is in Congress 
and misses all the fun.) Fans know that the elder Pitt is Direc-
tor of NUMA, the National Underwater and Marine Agency, 
and that he’s not one to “sail a desk.” So they’re in the seas near 
the Philippines on a research project when they come across a 
sunken ship and the remnants of a Chinese rocket. The Chinese 
are upset that their secret Mach-25 rocket has failed once again. 
Then the area begins to get hit with unexplained tsunamis while 
Dirk Senior and his colleague Al Giordino explore the depths 
in Stingray, their submersible. The plot splits off when Dad 
asks son and daughter to fly to Taiwan to return a large stone 
antiquity they find in an aircraft that had disappeared in 1963. 
A Taiwanese museum official recognized it as the Nechung Idol 
from Tibet, so the siblings head to northern India. Dad rescues 
a woman from drowning and gets embroiled in a nasty conflict 
involving her father, a hijacked ship, and guys with guns and 
nefarious intentions. Meanwhile, young Dirk and Summer wind 
up in the Himalayas as they try to take the precious stone to the 
Dalai Lama. There, they try not to get themselves killed by bul-
lets or hypothermia as they stay a step ahead of more villains who 
want the idol. The Pitts are all great characters—clever, gutsy, 
and lucky. When he and Giordino find themselves in a heck of 
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Lauren Groff is running behind schedule. The criti-
cally acclaimed author of four novels and two story collec-
tions, Groff spent her afternoon cancelling plans. In Flor-
ida, where she lives, the average number of daily Covid 
cases has catapulted over the 17,000 mark during the first 
week of August, when we chat over Zoom.

The emotional realities of the pandemic have hit Groff 
hard, she tells me. “I have swung through periods of pro-
found depression, and I find it almost impossible to write 
when I’m depressed,” she says. “There are weeks, months, 
maybe even a full year where I would just sit there and 
write shitty sentences, or no sentences at all, and just stare 
at the page and cry. Crying is also part of my work,” she 
adds with a wry laugh. 

It’s been six years since the publication of Groff ’s novel 
Fates and Furies. A runaway critical and commercial success 
beloved by former President Barack Obama—and a final-
ist for multiple awards, including the Kirkus Prize—Fates 
is a scintillating portrait of the marriage between a gold-

en playwright named Lotto and a reserved woman named 
Mathilde. Told in two parts, the novel’s second half is nar-
rated by Mathilde, who unravels everything that we’ve 
learned in the first. Mathilde’s voice crackles with a calcu-
lating and ferocious anger that felt bracing and new, espe-
cially in 2015. That is the pleasure of the book: discovering 
the shocking distance between Lotto’s portrayal of Mathil-
de and the reality of her interior life. 

Readers introduced to Groff through Fates may find 
her fourth novel, Matrix (Riverhead, Sept. 7), a radical 
departure. She has abandoned not only familiar settings, 
like New York City and the upstate idyll portrayed in her 
first two novels, The Monsters of Templeton and Arcadia, but 
North America—and the 20th century—altogether. 

Matrix delves deep into the mist and mysticism of me-
dieval England and France. It follows the astonishing life 
of a poet who, under the pen name Marie de France, wrote 
the first verses ever attributed to a woman in French lit-
erary history. As a student at Amherst College, Groff was 
mesmerized by de France. The fascination lingered for de-
cades, and she even attempted to translate de France’s po-
etry. Then, “late in the Trump presidency,” Groff recalls, 
she attended a lecture about medieval nuns, where her 
love for Marie de France suddenly took on a new and ex-
citing direction.  

“As I was sitting in the audience, it wasn’t like a mystical 
vision, obviously, but I could see the book in front of me,” 
she says. “I could see that this was my next book because 
it was dealing with a lot of the ideas that I really wanted to 
wrestle with, about power and God, about climate change. 
And I just wanted to live among women,” she adds, laugh-
ing. “I didn’t want any more men yelling at me ever again.”

Marie de France was a real person, though historians 
remain divided on which person she happened to be. Un-
like Thomas Cromwell, the infamous protagonist of Hil-
ary Mantel’s Wolf Hall trilogy, whose life was well recorded, 

The author of Fates and Furies surprises with Matrix, her new novel 
about a medieval poet and abbess
BY KRISTEN EVANS
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the true identity of Marie de France remains hidden be-
hind the veil of the past eight centuries. Emerging out of 
this gap in the historical record is the Marie of Matrix, a 
pioneering abbess who navigates the court of Eleanor of 
Aquitaine, witchcraft accusations, a papal interdict, and 
endless challenges to her godly authority.

Over six decades, Marie transforms a struggling Eng-
lish abbey into a utopian haven for a growing community 
of prosperous religious women. “I did a huge amount of 
research in sheer joy and delight and reverse-engineered 
Marie out of elements from her work,” says Groff about 
the process of finding her way into the story. Groff also vis-
ited the Abbey of Regina Laudis, a Benedictine nunnery in 
Bethlehem, Connecticut. “I spent a lot of time out in the 
gardens, pulling up weeds and chopping wood,” she says. 
The nuns there keep a liturgical schedule similar to the me-
dieval one described in Matrix, right down to the hymns. 

“There’s something beautiful and joyous about this com-
munity of women taking care of each other,” says Groff. 
As she describes how many younger nuns seek education 
in health care in order to take care of their aging sisters, 
Groff ’s eyes well up. 

Evidence of tender communal care is everywhere in 
Matrix, as is a special attention to the aging body of its pro-
tagonist. The result is a narrative that is both otherworldly 
and deeply of the world, rooted as much in Marie’s mysti-
cal visions as in the unbearable discomfort of her hot flash-
es. Perhaps this is why the experience of time in the novel 
is so swift and unforgiving, whole decades dispatched in a 
sentence. 

Nor does Groff shy away from the bodily desires of 
women, even religious ones. There are nuns who have sex 
with other nuns and nuns who become pregnant by sleep-
ing with day laborers. Groff is matter-of-fact about this. 

“Ultimately, we’re animals,” she says. As for the details? “I 
tried very hard not to make anything up in terms of their 
sex lives,” she adds. 

Briefly, Groff becomes heated as she considers past 
responses to her work. “I made a vow that I would never 
write another novel without a sex scene in it, because the 
reception of some of my sex scenes in the past [has] been 
so brutal and so deeply anti-feminist,” she says. This kind 
of criticism only fuels her fire. “I write in opposition, in a 
certain way; I get a lot of joy [pushing] against,” she ulti-
mately says of her work. 

While writing Matrix, however, the opposition Groff 
contended with was internal—a twin moral and aesthetic 
struggle. “I was deeply uncomfortable with the idea of his-
torical fiction—because…I do believe it’s probably impos-

sible, or maybe amoral, to write a book now that doesn’t 
at least engage with the largest human catastrophe of our 
time, which is climate change,” she says. “And I do think 
that it’s a moral question. Why are we as writers focusing 
on anything but that at the moment?”

In Matrix, Groff addresses the topic by widening the 
lens of her narration, zooming out from Marie’s point of 
view to detail how the nuns have forever changed their 
landscape. “What she does not see behind her is the dis-
turbance her nuns have left in the forest,” Groff writes. 

“[It] will take a half century to lure these tiny birds back.”
Despite the devastating losses of the pandemic, and 

despite the terrifying threats of climate change on the 
horizon, Groff ’s ministrations to her fiction continue. “I 
have in mind a much larger project that Matrix is a part 
of,” she reveals with a degree of caution. “I will never write 
a sequel [to] it, but I’m thinking about it as one star in a 
constellation.” The books to come after Matrix will be sty-
listically different, with different subjects, and set in dif-
ferent times, she relays, but with “overarching obsessions 
that link them.”

“I don’t know even what to call it,” she says. At last, she 
hits on a phrase that satisfies her. “I think they’ll just be 
weird sisters.”

Kristen Evans reviews fiction for Kirkus and writes about cul-
ture for BuzzFeed, the Los Angeles Times, the New Repub-
lic, NYLON, and elsewhere. Matrix received a starred review 
in the July 1, 2021, issue.
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a pickle in an area called The Devil’s Sea, Dad Pitt declares a 
great American truism: “Nothing’s impossible with a little duct 
tape.” And everything sticks together in the end—the tsunamis, 
the rocket, the idol. As with all the Dirk Pitt yarns, the action 
is fast and over-the-top, and the violence is only what’s needed 
to advance the story.

Dirk Cussler carries on what his father started in a series 
that never gets old.

THE DEVIL’S TREASURE
A Book of Stories and Dreams
Gaitskill, Mary
ZE Books (256 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-73354-015-5  

Gaitskill’s unusual new project cre-
ates a collage out of her previous works, 
connected by the thread of a new short 
story.

At the age of 7, Ginger goes to hell 
to steal the Devil’s treasure.  Traveling down the clean, well-lit 
stairway in her nightie, Ginger passes scenes of degradation 
which draw her into their torment, lizards the size of dogs 
growing out of walls, and a room where all the modern conve-
niences of the world are running all at once. Finally, she comes 
to a “quiet, old-fashioned room” where the Devil sits reading 
a book in an armchair, behind which lies his treasure. Ginger 
steals the sack of treasure only to discover that now she can 
never put it down; that the treasure has become a part of her; 
that it is something she needs but does not want and that the 
truth it speaks is about love and pain and how they will not be 
separated in this life or the one beyond. In and of itself, this tale 
treads territory familiar to anyone versed in Gaitskill’s oeuvre: 
fear and desire intermingle; revulsion and fascination mirror 
each other. However, this project is not primarily interested in 
exploring Ginger’s story. Rather, the author intersperses short 
segments of Ginger’s tale between longer sections of previously 
published works, spanning from Gaitskill’s first novel, Two Girls, 
Fat and Thin (1991), through her novel in progress, End of Seasons. 
The manuscript is color-coded in tones of orange and red which 
fluctuate page by page (orange for excerpted work; red for Gin-
ger’s story and literary commentary by the author). This cre-
ates a flickering effect evocative of the setting Ginger wanders 
through, an effect reinforced by Gaitskill’s original collages that 
recall the images hung on hell’s walls; however, the total impact 
of the book is hard to describe. Devotees of Gaitskill’s work 
are likely to appreciate the opportunity to revisit her master-
works on something of a guided tour where the author herself is 
able to instruct us that she is not “captivated” by cruelty, as has 
sometimes been said, but rather, “stunned by the omnipresence 
of cruelty, by the senselessness of its infliction, and at the same 
time by its seeming inevitability, its naturalness, its apparently 
primary place in our human nature.” Those new to her work 
would be better served to start at the beginning and work their 
way up to this more impressionistic construction.

The book rewards those looking for a deeper connection 
to Gaitskill’s rigorous imagination.
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CARRY THE DOG
Gangi, Stephanie
Algonquin (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-64375-127-6  

The daughter of a famous photog-
rapher confronts her mother’s difficult 
legacy and the challenges of aging.

“The brink of sixty, it’s rough terrain 
for anybody, time to take stock of your life 
even if you didn’t have Miriam Marx as a 

mother,” writes her daughter Bea, who’s working on a memoir at 
a glacial pace. Miriam is a very dark version of a Sally Mann char-
acter—a photographer who made her reputation with nude pic-
tures of her children that continued into puberty, pictures that 
sound disturbing enough to merit the charges of child pornogra-
phy they engendered. Since Miri’s suicide when Bea was a teen-
ager, which came just months after the death of one of Bea’s older 
twin brothers, her oeuvre has garnered more and more attention. 

Now both Hollywood and MoMA are knocking on Bea’s door, 
and despite her understandable wish to let sleeping dogs lie, she 
needs the money. The Hollywood connection comes through 
Gary Going, Bea’s ex-husband, a Lou Reed–style rock star now 
in his 70s. After making his fame with songs Bea wrote but was 
inadequately credited for, he remains her sole financial support 
and closest friend. Gangi, who thoroughly entertained readers 
with her debut novel, The Next (2016), spins a much darker story 
here. The greatest achievement of the book is the character of 
Bea. Having been focused on for her appearance since infancy, 
she is having a tough time with what she sees as the loss of her 
beauty and sex appeal. Yes, she is damaged, but her heart is big—
she’s practically adopted not only her neighbor’s dog, but her 
father’s adopted daughter from a second marriage; a standout 
section takes the two of them down to visit him in assisted liv-
ing in Florida. The final act of the novel is overcrowded with ter-
rible reveals as Bea finally opens her mother’s archive and decides 
what to do about her past and her future.

A smart, sophisticated, lively read with the dysfunctional 
frosting laid on a little thick.

THE COLLECTIVE
Gaylin, Alison
Morrow/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-308315-8  

Bereaved mothers seek solace in 
vigilantism.

Five years ago, Matt and Camille 
Gardener’s 15-year-old daughter, Emily, 
attended a frat party at nearby Brayburn 
College in upstate New York. There, 

17-year-old Harris Blanchard plied Emily with booze, led her into 
the woods, raped her, and left her to fend for herself in the bit-
ter January cold. Emily was suffering from exposure by the time 
she was found, and she died three days later. Harris’ trial ended 
in acquittal, and Matt and Camille split. Matt made a fresh start 
in Colorado, but Camille still lives in the home she once shared 
with her family, mired in anger and grief. After Camille causes a 
scene at an awards banquet honoring Harris, who is now a Bray-
burn senior, she receives an invitation to join a Facebook group 
for mothers “robbed of their children by the actions of others.” 
Her interactions there trigger another invitation—this one to 
a secret, anonymous dark web collective comprising mourning 
mothers with no desire to move on. Initially, Camille assumes 
the forum is just a safe space to express violent revenge fantasies, 
and she even posts one of her own. Then she gets a private mes-
sage from the site’s administrator: “Did you mean it?” Escalating 
stakes and a tight, twisty plot fuel this timely domestic thriller, 
which unfolds through a visceral first-person-present narration. 
Camille’s pain and fury are so palpable they’re contagious, and 
while the too-neat and somewhat rushed conclusion undermines 
the story’s impact, Gaylin delivers a thought-provoking page-
turner that grips and gratifies.

An all-too-plausible tale of Highsmith-ian vengeance.
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THE LAST PROTECTOR
Gervais, Simon
Thomas & Mercer (268 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-2294-1  

Shady characters across the globe 
seek a piece of powerful technology.

In Afghanistan, Brig. Gen. Maxwell 
White agonizes before contacting jour-
nalists to report some unspecified illicit 
activity connected to the equally shad-

owy project CONQUEST. He worries most about his son, Clay-
ton, serving in Iraq, whose military career could be destroyed 
if he were linked to his father’s act. When Lt. Gen. Alexander 
Hammond, the man behind CONQUEST, learns about Max-
well’s betrayal, he contacts imperious Abelard Krantz, who, 
making passing reference to Hammond’s daughter, Veronica, 
as leverage, orders Hammond to have Maxwell killed. In Iraq, 
Clayton is felled in a suspicious attack but ends up in a German 
hospital. Six years later, as Alexander Hammond is vice presi-
dent–elect, Clayton, now important enough to merit a Secret 
Service detail himself, enjoys a rendezvous with Veronica, now 
an esteemed archaeologist, at the Ritz-Carlton in San Francisco. 
Clay’s soul mate works at SkyCU Technology, a Silicon Valley 
startup that’s developed a sought-after piece of sophisticated 
technology. Krantz is still vaguely in the picture, and aspiring 
South African assassin Van Heerden leads a team that targets 
the lovers. After discovering a clutch of corpses at SkyCU 
headquarters, Clay goes on the offensive. Gervais’ brisk series 
kickoff, which jumps around the world, is built on the tension 
underlying the tenuous alliances among the sort of power-hun-
gry villains who will stop at nothing. Well-modulated action 
scenes alternate with showdowns that reposition the pawns. It’s 
all deeply, reassuringly familiar.

A solid if undistinguished action thriller.

THE HIDDEN
Golding, Melanie
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-64385-297-3  

Following her memorably creepy 
debut, Little Darlings (2019), Golding 
scaffolds an unsettling series of rev-
elations on the folktale “The Mermaid 
Wife.”

As if eager to please Sgt. Friday, Gold-
ing begins with just the facts. Leonie Douglas is a toddler sud-
denly separated from her mother in a shop in the seaside town 
of Cleethorpes. Ruby Harper, violinist and teacher, shows up 
and claims Leonie as her daughter; she happens to be wearing 
the same outfit as Constance Douglas, the girl’s actual mother. 
Diane Rathbone, the Social Services worker called to the scene 
by the fast-arriving police, questions Ruby briefly before letting 

her go, convinced that she couldn’t possibly harm the little girl 
she says is hers. Meanwhile, in response to a call from Sarah Ste-
fanidis, who’s noticed a telltale drip from her ceiling, DS Joanna 
Harper and PC Steve Atkinson break into the silent flat above 
hers and find her neighbor Gregor Franks in his bathtub, filled 
with drugs, bleeding from a head wound, and close to death. A 
series of flashbacks show Ruby’s slow entanglement with Gregor 
and her baffled encounters with Constance, whom he describes 
as his housemate and ex-lover and who describes herself as a 
prisoner who longs to rejoin her people, the mythological selk-
ies. Assigned to investigate the assault on Gregor, Joanna, who’s 
already demonstrated her cavalier attitude toward the rules, finds 
herself irresistibly drawn into an unauthorized search for Leonie 
and Ruby—and willing to tell just as many lies as Ruby about what 
she’s up to and why. Long before the end, readers will be ques-
tioning all their assumptions about who are the victims, who are 
the criminals, and exactly which facts really are the facts.

As dexterously shape-shifting as the legends it draws from.
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“As dexterously shape-shifting as the legends it draws from.”
the hidden



THE APOLLO MURDERS
Hadfield, Chris
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-31626-453-2  

A vast Cold War space thriller from 
astronaut Hadfield.

Incorporating real-life characters 
and events, spanning decades and dis-
tances both terrestrial and translunar, 

this NASA-heavy thriller has everything, including perhaps a 
bit too many meticulously reported technical procedures. The 
story opens with not one but two aircraft episodes—a bird 
strike wrecks an F-4 Phantom and a Cessna 170B is taken out 
for a rhapsodic spin—then follows the developing career of 
Kaz Zemeckis, who, until the bird strike cost him an eye, had 
been a military astronaut with good prospects of going to the 
moon. Repurposed as a crew liaison for NASA, Zemeckis is 

involved in both the training for and the mission of Apollo 18. 
Hadfield’s use of real people brings historical authenticity to 
the novel, and there are many tidbits of NASA lore that only 
an insider could provide, but the devotion to technical facts has 
some drawbacks. There are more moving parts to this novel 
than there are in a Saturn V, and Hadfield is careful to give each 
part a complete description: provenance, purpose, design, and 
in-use characteristics are all faithfully recorded. This makes the 
first part of the novel so technically focused that it seems the 
action will never get off the launchpad, though doubtless there 
are readers who will revel in these details. In the event, Apollo 
18 is a complex mission. Initially charged with collecting geo-
logical samples and sabotaging the new Russian moon rover, the 
three astronauts are then told to sabotage the Russians’ new spy 
satellite, which is thought to be unmanned but is not. The crisis 
created by this bungled attempt at space vandalism establishes 
the main narrative thread, with Zemeckis back at Mission Con-
trol in Houston struggling to keep the mission going. There is a 
murder and other deaths as well as injuries, vomiting, and space 
brawls, all reported in close detail. Though the climax is some-
what over-the-top, the basic bones of a good thriller are here 
even if the beginning is a slow burn.

Space nerds will geek out, and everyone else eventually 
gets a pretty good ride.

PILOT IMPOSTOR 
Hannaham, James
Soft Skull Press (208 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-59376-701-3  

A short, genre-bending book that 
interrogates themes including art, race, 

and doubt.
The cover of the third book from novelist Hannaham fea-

tures a disquieting, arresting image: two airplane passengers 
bent over in their seats, hands clasped above their heads, as if 
bracing for impact. Early in the book, the author offers some-
thing of an explanation: “I have so many systems to monitor as 
I work; each aspect of the writing might as well be a knob or a 
dial on the console of an airplane….It’s as if I am a pilot without 
knowing anything about how to fly an airplane.” Hannaham’s 
book—not quite a novel, not quite a short story collection, not 
quite like anything else—is a clever series of reflections on art, 
doubt, race, and impostor syndrome. Written as a response to 
the poetry of Portuguese writer Fernando Pessoa, the book 
mixes artwork with brief pieces that blur the line between 
prose and poetry, many focusing on aviation. In one section, a 
despondent pilot steers his own aircraft into the ocean; he still 
considers himself a “good person,” reasoning that his passengers’ 
families will get insurance payouts. Another section showcases 
Hannaham’s mordant humor: “Do I want to die in a plane crash? 
I can think of some good reasons to do so. It would bring more 
attention to this book. It was as if he knew, the reviewers would 
say, always eager for a prophet.” Hannaham can switch gears 
quickly from the tragic to the comic, and the ensuing whiplash 
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the reader experiences is as fascinating as it is destabilizing. 
Each section of the book is beautifully executed in its own way, 
whether it’s about a pedophile who agonizingly fights his urges 
or a White police officer who pulls over a driver of color and 
recites the opening lines of famous poems at him. This book 
might be impossible to classify, but it’s easy to admire—Han-
naham continues to be one of the country’s smartest and most 
surprising writers of fiction (or whatever this book actually is).

Unclassifiable, dizzying, and gorgeous.

THE UNKNOWN WOMAN OF 
THE SEINE
Hansen, Brooks
Delphinium (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-953002-05-1  

With the 1889 Paris Exposition as 
a backdrop, Hansen’s whodunit is a 
mélange of the strange, the infamous, 
and the grisly.

In a morgue not far from Notre 
Dame de Paris, a daily display of unidentified bodies has 
become a macabre public attraction. Among the cadavers lies 
a beautiful young woman with a Mona Lisa smile, pulled from 
the Seine, a presumed suicide. A preface reveals that the real 
woman called “L’Inconnue,” or “the Unknown,” whose plaster 
death mask became a sensational objet d’art, was not only the 
model for the first CPR dummy, but the source of endless spec-
ulation as to the circumstances of her demise. This speculation 
drives the extended flashback that comprises most of Hansen’s 
novel. We first see the woman—alive, that is—in a forest near 
the road to Paris. She has killed a man who, the reader assumes, 
has raped her and buried his body ineptly. She then enters a 
nearby covered wagon, pulled by a donkey, and drives it to Paris. 
En route, there’s a chance encounter with Brassard, a disgraced 
police officer who senses she’s behind the dead body he and his 
dog discovered earlier, disinterred by wolves. Brassard surrepti-
tiously tails the wagon to Paris. A colorful panoply of periph-
eral characters, including a hapless artist and an “impresario 
of the lower entertainments,” and settings like the Paris cata-
combs and, of course, the newly erected Eiffel Tower distracts 
us from the meandering irrelevancies of the plot. By investi-
gating the young woman, is Brassard seeking to overcome the 
contretemps that led him to join a Foreign Legion mission to 
Indochina and lose an ear? Is the novel really about the sexual 
abuse the unknown woman endures in life and her objectifica-
tion after death? Or is it merely a display case for Hansen’s gor-
geous prose, which sometimes sacrifices meaning on the altar 
of mellifluousness?

The main attraction here is a troubled detective who 
doesn’t fit the mold.

THE NEIGHBOR’S SECRET
Heller, L. Alison
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-20581-0  

Mystery and skulduggery in an 
upscale Colorado subdivision.

A vandal is disrupting the peaceful 
facade of Cottonwood Estates, spray-
painting graffiti, bashing carved pump-
kins, and breaking a window in a private 

home. This miscreant is an emblem of what lies beneath this 
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family-friendly community—secrets, lies, betrayals, and worse. 
The story focuses on three members of the Cottonwood Book 
Club: Annie Perley, who has a complicated past and a teenage 
daughter suddenly acting strangely; Jen Pagano, who’s put her 
career on hold to deal with her violence-prone 13-year-old son; 
and Lena Meeker, a new book-club recruit who’s older, wealth-
ier, and lonelier than the others. Something terrible happened 
in Cottonwood 15 years ago, and Lena was directly involved 
(exactly how, we don’t know). Author Heller interrupts the pres-
ent-day narrative with occasional flashbacks that provide clues 
about who did what to whom. Overall, the novel is intended as 
frothy fun with serious undertones. There are some clever digs 
at suburbia—for example, Annie’s worried musings about her 
kids: “Should Hank and Laurel be composing oboe concertos? 
Why haven’t they written cookbooks for charity?” And the book 
club’s selections are amusingly eclectic, from Lolita to some-
thing called The Spicy Hot Marriage. As for drama, Jen’s anguish 
over son Abe—who may or may not be the vandal—seems 
authentic. But much of the book is overly familiar. The charac-
ters are hard to differentiate at first, and it’s hard to care about 

them. The plot twists often seem arbitrary, if not unbelievable. 
Too many of the characters “feel a bitter taste in their throat”—
or words to that effect—in tense moments. And the big reveals 
at the end may leave readers a bit puzzled.

Not as entertaining or absorbing as it means to be.

THE INTERIM 
Hilbig, Wolfgang
Trans. by Cole, Isabel Fargo
Two Lines Press (256 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-949641-23-3  

An embittered German writer revis-
its his life in this haunting novel.

Set in the waning years of a divided 
Germany, Hilbig’s book follows the life 
of C., a successful writer from East Ger-
many with a penchant for drinking too 

much. The connections between East and West Germany form 
a substantial part of the novel, with C. crossing back and forth 
between the two and finding himself at home in neither. “C. was 
not one of the people for whom the West was the redemptive 
goal of all their strivings,” writes Hilbig. C.’s fraught relation-
ship with his girlfriend, Hedda, haunts him as he moves between 
the two Germanys. The specificity of this novel’s time and place 
and C.’s haunted sense of his own failings help make it stand out. 
That this is a book centered around an occasionally lascivious 
male writer with occasional musings on his life’s connections 
to fiction could, in the hands of a different writer and translator, 
be dissonant. In this case, though, they’re illustrative, offering a 
better sense of C.’s alienation. Part of that is due to the sting of 
Hilbig’s words in Cole’s translation: C.’s pondering that he “felt 
like a character in a novel who’d been deserted by his creator,” for 
instance. And there’s a sense of despair that runs throughout the 
book—including C.’s own penchant for self-destructiveness, the 
reader’s knowledge that C.’s national status quo is about to be 
upended, and the recurring references to the Chernobyl disas-
ter. The end result is unexpectedly gripping—an unconventional 
inquiry into one man’s morals and sense of home.

A searing trip into the recent past and into one man’s inner 
landscape.

THE MOVEMENT
Hůlová, Petra
World Editions (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64286-100-6  

One part Animal Farm, one part The 
Handmaid’s Tale, one part A Clockwork 
Orange, and (maybe) one part Frankenstein, 
Czech writer Hůlová’s novel dismantles 
the patriarchy and replaces it with a ter-
rifying alternative.

“An embittered German writer revisits
his life in this haunting novel.”

the interim



Vera, a true believer in the goals and methods of a dystopic 
regime, narrates this chilling—yet plausible—account of blind 
adherence to an ethos stretched beyond reason. Employed as 
a guard at a reeducation center devoted to teaching men to 
value women based on qualities other than physical appear-
ance and “charm”—Vera recounts the history of The Movement 
and her own life. The Movement’s mythologized founder, Rita, 
is reported to have asked her mother as a child why a female 
model on a billboard was naked. Her mother’s ominous silence 
in reply sparked Rita’s passion to right generations of unethical 
treatment of women by any means necessary. The grotesque-
ries of The Movement’s reeducation practices, some of which 
may be disturbing to the squeamish, are recited in a matter-
of-fact voice with a veneer of self-righteousness. Vera—seem-
ingly humorless and lacking an ability to judge interpersonal 
relationships in any way other than that prescribed by The 
Movement—seeks to document the history and successes of 
the regime despite the evidence of its cruelty, ineffectiveness 
in some cases, and lack of popular support in others. Vera’s 
own mother, an early supporter of The Movement, for example, 

seems to interpret its code of behavior somewhat more loosely 
than her daughter does, and what is Vera to make of the women 
who do not subscribe to The Movement’s purported interest in 
their well-being?

Hůlová’s provocative satire of a feminist future challenges 
and unsettles in equal parts.
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A NET FOR SMALL FISHES
Jago, Lucy
Flatiron Books (352 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-250-26195-3  

Jago’s novel retrieves two women 
“from the limbo of misogynist stereo-
type”: the Countess of Essex, Frances 
Howard, and commoner Anne Turner, 
both of whom were charged with fatally 
poisoning a courtier in the Overbury 

scandal, which rocked the court of King James I in early-17th-
century England.

The women have strong wills and good looks in common. 
They are also both dangerously Catholic during a Protestant 
monarchy. But their friendship is never quite equal as seen 
through Anne’s eyes. Married to the duke’s personal physi-
cian, she holds a patent for the yellow starch used in ruffs and 
dabbles in designing dresses for high-born ladies to make ends 

meet. Frances is a member of the politically influential How-
ard family (as were two wives of Henry VIII, as Wolf Hall fans 
may remember). In 1609, Anne has been hired to help the 
18-year-old countess dress to win over her impotent 17-year-old 
husband, the Earl of Essex, who has been whipping Frances 
raw during their loveless three-year marriage. (Almost as an 
aside, 34-year-old Anne brags that her own impotent husband 
condones her long affair with the father of her three youngest 
children.) As narrator, Anne at first seems more observer than 
participant, an outsider sharing her insights on the nobility, par-
ticularly Frances—a great beauty with a defiant streak—but it 
becomes clear that Anne recognizes that helping Frances reach 
her magnetic potential at court may raise her own station. As 
Essex’s vicious attacks escalate, Frances begins an affair with Sir 
Robert Carr, King James’ favorite, and the newly widowed and 
increasingly impoverished Anne becomes her sole confidante. 
Both idolizing and resenting the countess’s self-centered privi-
lege, Anne finds herself helping Frances acquire potions and 
illegal magic to control first Essex, then Carr’s malevolent aide 
Thomas Overbury. Frances’ motivations are clear: passion and 
revenge. But Anne’s are a murkier mix of loyalty, desperation, 
and ambition. 

An empathetic—but not entirely sympathetic—portrait 
of women in the male-dominated society of post-Elizabethan 
England.

A LITTLE HOPE
Joella, Ethan
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-982171-19-3  

Life, death, and love in contempo-
rary New England.

Joella’s debut novel chronicles 10 
months in the lives of a dozen characters 
in the small Connecticut city of Whar-
ton, and there’s certainly plenty of suf-

fering beneath the veneer of Yankee stoicism there. In the past, 
two of the families have suffered the deaths of children—one 
in a bicycle accident and another from leukemia—while in the 
course of the novel another will lose a son whose automobile 
accident ends his struggles with substance abuse. Greg Tyler, a 
successful businessman, married and with a 7-year-old daugh-
ter, is in the midst of a battle against multiple myeloma whose 
outcome is far from certain. For Greg’s boss, Alex Lionel, the 
consequences of a long-ago infidelity are revisited with the 
impending arrival of a grandchild to the young woman whose 
birth was the result of that adultery. There’s a wedding and the 
kindling of a new relationship between two of the guests who 
have struggled to find love themselves. The novel’s modest 
title hints at its low-key emotional register, and with a change 
in point of view with every new chapter, it exists somewhere 
in a limbo between a collection of linked stories and a more 
traditional narrative structure. Joella captures the rhythms of 
life in Wharton and is skilled at identifying both shifts in the 
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weather and events that mark the passage of time in moments 
so subtle as to be almost undetectable. Readers who enjoy fic-
tion that reflects the struggles and joys of their daily lives will 
find much that will resonate here, but perhaps because of its 
large ensemble cast, the novel never truly connects with the 
emotional hearts of any of their stories.

Heartfelt stories of the inhabitants of a small Connecticut 
city don’t add up to compelling drama.

THE PLEDGE
Kent, Kathleen
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-31628-045-7  

Dallas police detective Betty Rhyzyk 
is back, more determined than ever to 
end her nemesis Evangeline Roy’s drug 
empire.

Betty and her wife, Jackie, are get-
ting used to a new routine, as Mary Grace, the girl they rescued 
from the streets, and her baby, Elizabeth, have been living with 
them for seven months. Betty’s daily runs now include a jogging 
stroller—which is more change than she would like, if she’s hon-
est with herself. Then Mary Grace disappears and her stepfa-
ther contacts Betty, looking to take custody of Elizabeth. Work 
offers little relief from domestic stress; recently promoted to 
detective sergeant, Betty is informed by Sinaloa cartel enforcer 
El Cuchillo that her old enemy Evangeline Roy has brought her 
drug empire back to Texas. Roy—cult leader, drug kingpin, and 
psychopath—had previously imprisoned Betty, and the result-
ing rescue mission led to the deaths of Roy’s sons. Now she’s 
gunning for Betty and intends to have some fun while destroy-
ing her, setting her people loose in Dallas dressed in red wigs. 
El Cuchillo needs help getting rid of the competition and 
gives Betty an ultimatum: “Capture or kill” Roy in two weeks 
or he will make her life a living hell. Caught in the maelstrom 
between these two homicidal villains, Betty must rely on her 
partner, Seth Dutton, as well as Peg Bartles and Rocky Bentner, 
an eccentric pair of private investigators, to find Mary Grace 
and protect Elizabeth, to discover the whereabouts of Evange-
line Roy, and to prevent El Cuchillo from following through on 
his threats. She also gets some unexpected help from her Uncle 
Benny; his voice in Betty’s head offers her solace and guidance as 
several flashbacks reveal more about Betty’s past relationships 
with her parents, her brother, and her uncle. Strong women, 
sharp dialogue, and a vulnerable, kick-ass heroine combine for 
another satisfying adventure.

Follows the formula, but the formula’s still fun!

FIVE TUESDAYS 
IN WINTER 
King, Lily
Grove (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-8021-5876-5  

The first collection of stories from 
an acclaimed novelist.

King, who won the inaugural Kirkus 
Prize for Fiction for Euphoria (2014), can 
make you fall in love with a character fast, 

especially the smart, vulnerable, often painfully self-conscious 
adolescent protagonists featured in several of the 10 stories 



collected here, half previously published, half new. In “Crea-
ture,” the fetching opener, 14-year-old Carol is hired to be a 
live-in mother’s helper by a rich woman whose children and 
grandchildren are coming for a two-week visit, a woman so 
entitled she breezily renames her Cara because she likes it bet-
ter. Under the influence of Jane Eyre, Carol is swept away by the 
charms of the woman’s newly married son, who’s arrived with-
out his wife. “You cannot know these blistering feelings,” she 
writes to her friend, “you have not yet met your Rochester.” As 
in King’s debut, Father of the Rain (2010), alcoholism and men-
tal illness shadow many characters’ lives. Carol has a father in 
rehab, while the unnamed boy narrator of “When in the Dordo-
gne” has parents who have left for France following the father’s 
nervous breakdown and failed suicide attempt. His babysitters 
are a pair of college boys with whom he has so much more fun 
than usual that he dreams that his parents will get in a car crash 
and never return. The protagonists of other stories show King’s 
range, among them a gay man who receives a surprise visit from 
his homophobic college roommate, a Frenchwoman living 
in the U.S. whose husband has abruptly moved on, a German 

woman taking her bratty daughter on holiday to an unpromis-
ing inn on the North Sea, a 91-year-old visiting his young grand-
daughter in the hospital. The final story, “The Man at the Door,” 
about frustrations of the writing process, also tells of its joys: 

“This morning, however, without warning, a sentence rose, a 
strange unexpected chain of words meeting the surface in one 
long gorgeous arc....Words flooded her and her hand ached to 
keep up with them and above it all her mind was singing here it 
is here it is and she was smiling.”

Full of insights and pleasures.
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CHASING HOMER 
Krasznahorkai, László
Illus. by Neumann,  Max
Trans. by Batki, John
New Directions (96 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-8112-2797-1  

The always noteworthy Hungarian 
novelist Krasznahorkai delivers a post-
modern study of alienation and exile.

The reference to Homer in the title 
becomes clear late in this deceptively 

short novel. Its unnamed narrator is a man who has been on the 
run for years, possibly even “decades,” sure neither of chronol-
ogy nor of his pursuers. All he knows, he tells us in onrushing 
prose whose sentences take pages to resolve, is that “my only 
chance of survival is to flee—and to keep on fleeing.” One of the 
places to which he flees takes him into the company of a tour 
guide on a Croatian island who invokes both The Tempest and 

The Odyssey, its heroes travelers whose returns home are ever in 
peril. “Look here now, this is Homer, it’s not me speaking, but Homer 
himself, understand what I’m saying?” the tour guide harangues a 
Japanese couple who appear unconvinced by his reading of the 
epic’s opening lines, and, when he doesn’t win them over, he 
delivers a manifesto that could be straight out of Lenin: “The 
right to hospitality is finished, tourism is dead!” Tourists are 
everywhere in our narrator’s way, clogging up traffic across his 
history-haunted Europe in “herds flocked together to see the 
sights of a given locale, or on a train, or aboard a ship, or stand-
ing in line for food….” As he travels, the narrator muses on san-
ity and insanity, on (with hints of Elias Canetti) crowds and their 
manipulation, and on the ideal of the good transmogrified into 
an impediment that “lulls you and dulls you…[so that] now you 
can relax, stretch, crack your knuckles and kick back.” There 
is no rest, no comfort in thoughts of the good, for this man in 
flight from unknown others who may be secret police agents, 
assassins, or mere hunters. Particularly beguiling are the percus-
sive sonic vignettes that accompany the book chapter by chap-
ter, available online via QR codes at the head of each.

Allusive and acerbic: a brilliant work that proves the adage 
that even paranoiacs have enemies.

THE FAMILY
Krupitsky, Naomi
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-525-54199-8  

Two young Italian American women 
grow up under the shadow of organized 
crime in the 20th century.

It’s hard to find fresh ways to write 
about the American mob in the wake 
of the cultural juggernaut that was 

The Sopranos. Krupitsky (who credits the HBO series in her 
acknowledgments) opts for looking back. She approaches 
the story through the eyes of two young women who grow 
up inside—and yet, because of their gender, outside—the 
family. Set in Brooklyn during the late 1920s through the late 
1940s, the novel follows Sofia Colicchio and Antonia Russo 
as they grow up in an Italian American bubble. Sofia is impul-
sive, inquisitive, popular; Antonia, introspective and studious. 
Other children aren’t allowed to play with them, but this is not a 
problem, because they have each other. Their families are close, 
their fathers in the business of “helping people,” they believe. 
But then Antonia’s father disappears, and the dynamic shifts. 
Tenuously connected through weekly Sunday dinners, Sofia and 
Antonia drift apart, grow up, and come together again as their 
adult options narrow. What can they do besides get married and 
have children? Can they escape the family—and do they even 
want to escape? Krupitsky’s novel lacks the depth of Elena Fer-
rante’s work, but the story is fast-paced and readable, and the 
ebb and flow between Sofia and Antonia as secrets threaten 
their friendship propel the reader forward. Krupitsky can con-
struct a memorable image: Someone the girls dislike has teeth 
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that “crowd into his mouth like commuters on a train platform.” 
But the finale feels unlikely, playing out in a way that can’t pos-
sibly be as seamless as Krupitsky makes it out to be. In the end, 
the novel turns out to be a little too facile for its own good.

A readable but somewhat shallow story about friendship 
and loyalty.

WE ARE THE BRENNANS
Lange, Tracey
Celadon Books (288 pp.) 
$20.23  |  Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-250-79622-6  

Shame and miscommunication drive 
wedges between loving siblings at turn-
ing points in their lives.

The Irish American family of the 
title runs a successful pub bearing their 
name in a small New York town. They’re 

close-knit, but most of them keep shameful secrets from each 
other. Father Mickey worries he has dementia (and has never 
talked about his past Irish Republican Army connections); 
oldest son Denny is stressed because he’s about to open a sec-
ond pub for which he has borrowed a lot of money via sketchy 
methods and because his wife has moved out. His brothers, 
artistic Jackie and Shane, who’s intellectually disabled but a 
hardworking bundle of energy, are both haunted by the abrupt 
and mysterious departure to California five years ago of their 
sister, Sunday. Now she’s home, recuperating from a drunken 
car wreck but enigmatic as ever, which is really stressing out 
Denny’s best friend and business partner, Kale Collins, who is 
also Sunday’s former fiance. He might have moved on to mar-
riage and fatherhood, but the torch he carries for Sunday is hot 
enough to burn down both their houses. Lange builds the plot 
by switching to a different character’s point of view in each 
chapter, giving the reader angles on events that are sometimes 
intriguingly different. The Brennan men, including Kale, who 
pretty much grew up with them, rally around Sunday when she’s 
threatened, although they do have a touch of toxic masculinity, 
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tending to think of violent revenge as a solution, and sometimes 
acting on it. The Brennan matriarch, Maura, has been dead for 
several years when the story begins, but her influence plays a 
surprising role. The Brennans find redemption, but Lange 
doesn’t wrap things up too neatly—some of those old secrets 
have new echoes.

A family must face its own secrets to deal with crisis in a 
well-crafted debut.

SILVERVIEW 
le Carré, John
Viking (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-49059-4  

Le Carré, who died last December, 
offers his many fans one final gift: a 
short novel begun soon after A Delicate 
Truth (2013) and completed years ago but 
unpublished till now.

Julian Lawndsley, a City trader retired 
to East Anglia to open a bookshop, is entranced when Edward 
Avon, a Polish-born customer who was a schoolmate of Julian’s 
father, quietly but persuasively suggests that the two of them 
work together to open an annex called “the Republic of Lit-
erature” that will stock hundreds of classic titles. He’d be even 
more surprised if he knew that Edward is being investigated by 
Stewart Proctor, the Head of Domestic Security, who’s revisit-
ing the heroic work Edward did during the Bosnian War, when, 
under the code name Florian, this convert from a communist 
upbringing zealously toiled for Her Majesty’s government until 
a mysterious debacle abruptly sent him into his own retirement. 
Proctor’s been tipped off by an unlikely source: Edward’s wife, 
Deborah, formerly a top Mideast intelligence analyst, has sent 
him a long letter from her deathbed. Le Carré plays out revela-
tions about Edward slowly and teasingly, and, in the end, they’re 
as damning as you could wish. The real drama, however, is in the 
present, where all the characters are hopelessly intertwined and 
compromised by their loves and loyalties, none of them inno-
cent. The result, as the author’s son, Nick Cornwell, says in a 
brief afterword, “shows a service fragmented”—and not just the 
Secret Intelligence Service, but the whole domestic society that 
depends on it.

The author’s last few novels have been increasingly valedic-
tory, but this one is truly haunted by intimations of mortality.

THE SINGING FOREST
McCormack, Judith
Biblioasis (302 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-77196-431-9  

A war criminal is prosecuted while a 
lawyer considers her own identity.

Leah Jarvis is a young lawyer with a 
difficult assignment: She’s working on 
the deportation of Stefan Drozd, a man 
in his 90s accused of torturing and kill-

ing any number of people decades ago in the Soviet Union, then 
lying about his identity to gain entry to Canada. It’s clear that 
many, many people suffered, but Drozd’s precise role—he may 
have been serving in Stalin’s security police or just working as 
a lowly clerk—has yet to be determined. Meanwhile, Leah has 
her own stuff going on: The three uncles who raised her seem 
to be deteriorating, there’s a budding romance with a colleague 

“Le Carré, who died last December,
offers his many fans one final gift.”

silverview



to attend to, and then, too, Leah starts trying to track down 
her long-lost father. There’s plenty to admire in McCormack’s 
novel, but the plot is overstuffed. With her elegant, fluid prose, 
McCormack leaps lithely enough from one thread to another—
it’s just that not every thread is equally crucial, as becomes 
clear by the book’s end, when they fail to wrap up satisfyingly. 
McCormack’s strength is the series of moral quandaries run-
ning through the book like a set of steppingstones. “This is a 
case about wrongdoing, not a quality of character,” Leah thinks. 
Drozd, she reminds herself, “must be guilty of something pre-
cise, knowable—something he has done, not something he is, 
not some innate evil.” But while Leah’s concerns about the case, 
the quality of the evidence, the ethics of her job, are intricately 
explored, they aren’t quite enough to carry the whole novel. 
Drozd’s childhood is also described, though it’s never made 
clear if the descriptions are his memories or just a life that Leah 
has imagined for him—and there doesn’t seem to be a clear rea-
son for keeping that distinction shrouded.

Frequently engaging but, as a whole, overdetermined.

PITY THE BEAST
McLean, Robin
And Other Stories (328 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-913505-14-1  

The author of the story collection 
Reptile House (2015) explores human ven-
geance and deep time in her first novel.

“Once, here, on this high plain, there 
were only Horse, Bear, Rhino. No words 
to put to things, no call to put them. But 

today? Ginny and Dan in the barn, and words like this: ‘You 
fucked me over. You fuckin’ fucked me over.’ ” Ginny and Dan 
are trying to help a mare give birth to a foal that’s too big for her 
while they argue about the fact that Ginny has been unfaith-
ful to Dan. The opening passage begins with an observation 
that encompasses the vast sweep of life on this planet and then 
zooms in on a contemporary scene that’s obscene, filthy, and 
brutal. This is a pretty good preview of what’s to come. Ginny 
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and Dan will take increasingly elaborate measures to help their 
horse survive giving birth. Their community assembles to help 
them. The gathering turns into a party, and any sense that this 
is mutual aid—rather than the desire to treat suffering as enter-
tainment—quickly dissipates. Rescuing a mare in distress is 
simply the excuse that brings together people eager to punish 
a woman who has transgressed. While it would be a mistake to 
call this novel a Western, it most definitely engages with ideas 
about the American West. McLean is innovative in reminding 
us that humans and other animals inhabit a landscape that other 
animals occupied first. The meanings we impose are, from the 
vantage point of life on Earth, neither inevitable nor universal. 
She is, however, hardly new in interrogating cowboy mythology, 
and it’s hard to not see some of her choices as redundant. It’s 
clear, for example, that her use of the word Indian conveys a 
perspective and that her characters’ conversations about Indig-
enous people tell us something about them. But there’s a point 
at which an omniscient narrator that’s casually racist becomes a 
slap in the face. And readers will have to decide for themselves 
if they want to know what comes next in a novel that spends 

its first 65 pages recounting the ugly details of a single night 
that ends with a woman being gang-raped and thrown into a pit 
filled with lime on top of a stillborn foal. 

Ambitious, inventive, and aggressively repellent.

ALL HER LITTLE SECRETS
Morris, Wanda M.
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-308246-5  

A seat on the executive board should 
be a professional peak for a corporate 
lawyer. Instead, it’s a life-threatening 
trap.

Success hasn’t been easy for Ellice 
Littlejohn. As a Black woman, she’s dealt 

with barriers other lawyers haven’t, especially in Atlanta, a city 
that, despite its vibrant and diverse present, hasn’t shed its rac-
ist history. To rise, Ellice has carefully shaped her image—and 
left out certain pieces of her past, like her childhood in a small, 
grindingly poor Georgia town where some very bad things hap-
pened before she escaped via a scholarship to an elite boarding 
school. She has secrets in the present, too, notably her long-
term affair with Michael Sayles, who is married, White, and her 
boss in Houghton Transportation’s legal department. When he 
summons her for an early-morning meeting and she arrives at 
his office to find him dead, an apparent suicide, she keeps that 
a secret, too, leaving his body to be discovered by someone else. 
Ellice had no delusions about being in love with Michael—it 
was a colleagues-with-benefits situation for a woman focused 
more on her career than her personal life—but his death blows 
up her entire life. Among its least expected effects: She’s pro-
moted to his job as head of legal, which puts her on the board 
of a family-owned, almost entirely White corporation. Hough-
ton has been under pressure about its lack of employee diver-
sity, and her hiring should improve their optics. But she feels 
distinctly unwelcome on the board despite the support of com-
pany CEO Nate Ashe, a somewhat dotty Southern gentleman. 
The harder she looks into what really happened to Michael, 
the more she uncovers in the company that alarms her. At the 
same time, her own secrets are being revealed. Morris builds 
an escalating thriller plot packed with convincing details about 
corporate politics and skulduggery. She also provides a knowl-
edgeable portrait of Atlanta’s complex social structure. One of 
Ellice’s secrets is Vera Henderson, the woman who raised her 
and her brother, Sam. Vera, once a fierce defender of children 
and women, is now a dementia patient in a nursing home, and 
Morris skillfully paints the loving, painful relationship between 
her and Ellice.

Corporate competition is not only racist and sexist, but 
deadly in this confident debut thriller.



THE JEALOUSY MAN
And Other Stories
Nesbø, Jo
Trans. by Ferguson, Robert
Knopf (560 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-32100-3  

On leave from his Harry Hole novels, 
Nesbø delivers stories ranging from dys-
topian visions to time-honored tales of 
duplicity and revenge.

Few of Nesbø’s characters pass the decency test. A man’s 
kindliness toward a sobbing woman seated next to him on a flight 
to London masks dark intentions. An assassin with a day job in 
Milan as a psychologist is himself marked for death by a sadistic 
hit man of greater repute. In San Sebastián, an ardent proponent 
of the multiverse is suspected of killing one of his “other” selves. 
An Austrian researcher hiding out in Spanish Sahara devises a 
formula for immortality to save his ailing wife only to fight off 
corporate types who will do anything to take possession of it. The 
estranged son of a billionaire thinks twice about saving his father 
from a deadly snakebite in Botswana. Nesbø is at his best in the 
long, wonderfully atmospheric title story, which shows off his 
gift for pulling one story out of another. Summoned to the Greek 
island of Kalymnos to investigate the possible murder of a man 
by the man’s twin brother, Athens detective Nikos Balli—who 
specializes in sniffing out jealousy as a motive—ends up detecting 
an old friend’s ill intentions during a mountain-climbing outing. 
Nesbø is less successful with “Rat Island,” a baggy pandemic tale 
in which marauding bikers tear down the last vestiges of civiliza-
tion while rich people plan their futures from the safety of a sky-
scraper. This story and others seem hastily drawn, and the author 
has a tendency to be too clever for his own good—the twistiest 
twists can arrive with a soft thud. But he never runs out of ideas 
or characters driven by inner thoughts. 

Humanity is at low ebb in this enjoyable, if uneven, collec-
tion—Nesbø’s first.

COSMOGRAMMA
Newland, Courttia
Akashic (300 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-61775-978-9  

A grab bag of speculative stories 
by British author Newland that stress 
themes of freedom, oppression, and 
obligation.

These 15 deeply imagined (if some-
times knotty) stories generally turn on 

humanity at risk of being undermined, either by technology or 
its own worst instincts. The title story is rich with imagery of 
children who can produce colors when they sing, until the story’s 
ending suggests how that talent is ripe for dystopian exploitation. 
In “Percipi,” the makers of humanoids that are “more human than 

humankind” hubristically lose their grip on their creation, prompt-
ing both a civil war and ethical debate over who counts as a homo 
sapien. In “Seed,” the Earth is overwhelmed by giant plants, stoking 
violent responses that backfire. In the strongest stories, Newland 
wrestles at length with the moral consequences of these predica-
ments. “Nommo” centers on a couple on a relaxed island vacation 
who are summoned to help save a failing mutant underwater spe-
cies, if they’re not too self-interested for the task. (“We do not 
make decrees or threats,” they’re told. “We are not human.”) And in 

“The Sankofa Principle,” a spaceship goes through a time warp that 
sends it to Earth in 1794, opening the question of what its crew can 
do to eliminate slavery. Newland’s writing is in league with a host 
of SF subgenres, from pulpy space opera to N.K. Jemisin–style 
Afrofuturism to Jeff VanderMeer–esque eco-fiction. But his chief 
skill is weaving those tropes into stories that are both wildly specu-
lative and on the news, as in the Brexit allegory “The Difference 
Between Me and You” or the harrowing “Control,” which shows 
the grim endgame of anti-immigrant law enforcement policies. 

Wide-ranging and deeply imaginative; Newland is equally 
at home in council flats and deep space.
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FALLING
Newman, T.J.
Avid Reader Press (304 pp.) 
$17.29  |  Jul. 6, 2021
978-1-982177-88-1  

Terrorist to pilot: Crash the plane 
and kill everyone aboard, or your family 
will die.

That’s the choice that faces pilot Bill 
Hoffman after he is FaceTimed in the 
cockpit of Coastal Airways Flight 416 by 

a man who has his wife, son, and infant daughter bound, gagged, 
and strapped with suicide bombs—a man he believed was a 
cable repairman when he left the house on his way to work. “I’m 
not going to crash this plane and you’re not going to kill my fam-
ily,” Hoffman bravely replies—but it’s clearly going to take some 
doing. This authentically detailed and unquestionably thrilling 
thriller is the debut novel of a bookseller-turned–flight atten-
dant–turned-novelist. Newman uses her background to great 
advantage in portraying her three flight attendants—a Black 
woman named Jo, a tiny White guy they call Big Daddy, and a 
newbie still on probation, Kellie. From their intuitive evalua-
tions of the passengers as they board to their collaborative prob-
lem-solving style to little details like how they funnel leftover 
first-class meals to the pilots, these characters give the high-fly-
ing heroics of the plot a grounding in reality. Air traffic control-
lers and pilots are also depicted with veracity and respect. On 
the other hand, the FBI agents are two-dimensional, and the 
characterization of the villains is a serious flaw. Casting Middle 
Eastern men as terrorists crashing planes is dated and reaction-
ary at this point, even if the word Islam is not mentioned once 
and the characters explicitly reject jihadism. These guys’ aveng-
ing rage has its roots in the horror of the U.S. withdrawal from 
Kurdistan and the American public’s complete lack of interest, 
but this is not enough to rescue this racist stereotype.

An exciting story with great details, lots of action, and an 
unfortunately problematic premise.

DOUBLE SOLITAIRE
Nova, Craig
Arcade (264 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-950691-22-7  

The first in a Tinseltown-noir series 
by a veteran novelist.

Nova plainly had some fun with this, 
and the reader likely will as well. This 
isn’t exactly a mystery, because it’s appar-
ent early on who the bad guy is. Terry 

Peregrine is a vacuous, pretty-boy actor with a taste for under-
age girls. The very first sentence finds protagonist Quinn Far-
rell sensing that “Terry was thinking about killing the girl from 
Alaska.” Is Farrell the good guy? (Is anyone?) He’s a fixer, some-
one who makes problems go away. He has a vending-machine 

company that helps him launder cash, and he often seems to 
have five grand on him to persuade those who present a prob-
lem to disappear. The girl from Alaska represents a problem 
for Terry, and she wants way more than five grand to disap-
pear. Farrell works for the producer of the film that Terry is 
currently shooting, and that producer’s goals may or may not 
align with Terry’s. Much of what plot there is involves these ele-
ments—cash, disappearance, pedophilia, the possibility of mur-
der. Farrell has a bit of a stutter, which embarrasses him, and a 
triggering impulse toward fury, which he does his best to keep 
under control. He is deeply intuitive, surprisingly philosophical 
and well-read, and a bit of a romantic. He falls for his neigh-
bor who has just moved in, and her work with teenagers who 
have terminal cancer gives them both some perspective on life’s 
big issues. Interconnecting subplots feature a python, a poten-
tially rabid raccoon, a pair of Russian bagman thugs, a detec-
tive who once arrested Farrell and now occasionally helps him, 
and more girls who become involved with Terry. The insidious 
glitter and evil of Los Angeles and the promises and betrayals 
of Hollywood inevitably loom large, and a dark, bittersweet 
humor marks the tone. None of the corpses comes as much of a 
surprise, and there isn’t much crime-solving involved, but lively 
writing and colorful characters keep the reader engaged.

Readers introduced to Nova’s new hero (is he a hero?) will 
be eager for his return.

LOVE IN THE BIG CITY 
Park, Sang Young
Trans. by Hur, Anton
Grove (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-8021-5878-9  

A novel, told through relationships, 
about navigating life as a young gay man 
in Korea.

In a series of long vignettes, the 
narrator, an unnamed man referred to 

occasionally as “Mr. Young” and “Mr. Park,” recounts his rela-
tionships: with other men; with his ailing, acidic, evangelical 
Christian mother; with his best friend. He meets Jaehee when 
she catches him kissing a man in a hotel parking lot. The two of 
them, both 20 years old and French majors in college, quickly 
become confidants, sleeping around with men and swapping 
stories about their escapades; eventually, they move in together. 
Now in his 30s, the narrator attends Jaehee’s wedding and feels 
a pang of loss. In another section, the narrator, now 25, is in the 
midst of an intense relationship with a man 12 years his senior 
while juggling caretaking duties for his mother, who is con-
fined to the hospital with uterine cancer. Five years later, after a 
wounding and sudden breakup, the man gets back in touch with 
the narrator—raising the possibility that he might finally intro-
duce his mother (whose cancer has returned) to his old flame. 
The bulk of the book, though, is dedicated to Gyu-ho, the bar-
tender with whom he has a long-term relationship complicated 
by the narrator’s HIV-positive status. The novel skips freely 



around in time, lending it a sense of propulsion and instability 
that feels entirely intentional. It’s anchored, however, by the 
narrator’s irresistible voice, which alternates between earnest, 
heartfelt emotion and likable wryness: He names his virus Kylie, 
after Kylie Minogue, and sees, at a park, “a middle-aged couple 
so tightly arm in arm that one seemed to have placed the other 
under arrest.” The prose is dense with fine-grained character-
ization: Of one boyfriend, the narrator says, “Conversations 
with him at his house sometimes gave me the feeling that he 
was reciting lines from a Greek tragedy or an absurdist play, or 
even an eighties movie.” Despite an ending that drags just a bit, 
this book will sweep readers up in its sheer longing.

An addictive, profound novel.

I WILL DIE IN A 
FOREIGN LAND 
Pickhart, Kalani
Two Dollar Radio (260 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-953387-08-0  

The lives of four people intersect 
during the 2014 Ukrainian Revolution.

In February 2014, Ukrainian police 
fired into a crowd of protesters in Kyiv, 
killing more than 100 civilians who were 

demonstrating against the nation’s president, Viktor Yanu-
kovych. While Yanukovych would eventually be removed from 
power, the massacre has been etched into the memories of peo-
ple across Ukraine and the rest of Europe. The mass shootings, 
and the protests that preceded it, form the plot of Pickhart’s 
disquieting debut novel, which follows four people at the cen-
ter of the demonstrations. There’s Katya, an American doctor 
treating wounded protesters at a Kyiv monastery; she’s left the 
U.S. after the death of her young child and the resulting decay 
of her marriage. She finds herself treating Aleksandr, a former 
KGB spy who plays piano for the protesters, haunted by his 
own past as a Soviet who participated in the 1968 invasion of 
Czechoslovakia. Misha, an engineer still mourning the death of 
his wife, takes part in the protests along with an activist named 
Slava, his former lover–turned–sister figure: “She wasn’t his, he 
wasn’t hers, but they were together. For years now, a cobbled 
family.” As the violence in Kyiv worsens, the characters find 
their lives thrown into terrible disarray, with Katya’s thoughts 
returning to her late child and Slava falling in love with a lesbian 
filmmaker. The novel ends where it must, and Pickhart doesn’t 
pull any punches; this is an unremittingly dark novel, but it’s 
never exploitative. Pickhart employs an unusual structure, with 
switching points of view punctuated by a kind of Greek chorus 
courtesy of Kobzari, old Ukrainian singers who were killed by 
the Russian czar for singing in their own language. Innovative, 
emotionally resonant, and deeply affecting, this is a more-than-
promising debut from a very talented writer.

An excellent debut from an author who’s bursting with 
talent.

ADMIT THIS TO NO ONE 
Pietrzyk, Leslie
Unnamed Press (257 pp.)
$18.00 paper  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-951213-41-1  

A collection of stories set in Wash-
ington, D.C., full of scandal and insider 
details.

“Official DC is mindful of insignifi-
cant beginnings, of small decisions that 
escalate into epic downfalls. Five men 
break into an office one June night in 

1972. A pretty girl wears a blue dress from the Gap.” And in 
Pietrzyk’s razor-sharp version of the city, the insignificant begin-
ning is a 15-year-old girl going to meet her father at the bar in the 
Kennedy Center. Her father turns out to be the Speaker of the 
House, and their meet-up ends with both of them on the way to 
the hospital following an attack. Eight of the remaining stories 
circle around this incident and these characters. At an art open-
ing in Durham, North Carolina, the speaker’s estranged adult 
daughter by a previous marriage hears of the attack and jumps 
in the car to drive up to Washington with her much younger 
boyfriend. The speaker’s top staffer, who has been cleaning up 
his messes for decades, learns of the stabbing and rushes to the 
hospital to manage the potential collision of present and for-
mer wives and numerous half siblings. Interspersed with the 
speaker stories are five bonus tracks with different characters, 
several dealing directly with issues of White privilege. “People 
Love a View,” a particularly interesting one, places a couple on 
their first date at the scene of a traffic stop with a cop who’s “a 
Hollywood stereotype” and an older Black man with a big dog 
in the car. “Wait. Shouldn’t I film this?” asks the woman, and 
sure enough, a terrible series of events, though not the ones we 
expect, unfolds. “Green in Judgment,” set entirely in a grocery 
checkout line, torques its drama with metafictional techniques, 
each section given a label such as “Every story needs a villain, pos-
sibly more than one if the story is eighteen pages or longer,” “Every story 
needs one bad decision,” and “Every story needs one coincidence. (Only 
one).”

An exciting collection bristling with intelligence, political 
awareness, and psychological complexity.

GETAWAY
Pourciau, Glen
Four Way (176 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-945588-97-6  

Power dynamics and subdued loath-
ing abound in Pourciau’s short stories.

Over the years, plenty of writers 
have found the suburbs to be fertile 
ground for exploring interpersonal 
dynamics, fraught emotions, and the gulf 

between appearances and reality. Pourciau’s latest collection 
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falls neatly into this tradition, on the stylized and satirical end 
of the spectrum—and, as a rule, these stories are most compel-
ling when they get weird. Highlights include “Bolger,” about a 
wealthy man trying to convince the narrator to write his biog-
raphy; “Tunnel,” in which a neighbor’s offer to purchase the 
narrator’s house leads him down a paranoid path; “Self-Service,” 
about one man’s rapid-fire trip to a movie theater; and “Buf-
falo,” in which a man’s frustration with his employer has dire 
consequences for the rats he’s been hired to remove. Pourciau 
writes well about low-simmering tensions—sometimes among 
neighbors, sometimes within a family, and sometimes between 
people with an economic connection. He touches on questions 
of power dynamics and class, which seems very much in keep-
ing with the tradition he’s working in. The best of the stories 
recall Donald Antrim’s novels of surreal suburban frustration. 

“Bolger” in particular is a standout, but not all the stories are as 
memorable: “Dinner,” for instance, ends on a relatively flat note, 
and several stories build up a lot of tension and then don’t do 
much with it. It’s a distinctive, if uneven, foray into an almost 
archetypal territory.

Pourciau finds a few new things to say about a familiar 
subject.

STRANGER TO 
THE MOON 
Rosero, Evelio
Trans. by McLean, Anne & Meadowcroft, 
Victor
New Directions (96 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8112-2862-6  

Recalling the work of Kafka and de 
Sade, a nightmarish fable explores time-
less questions about violence and subju-

gation, power and freedom.
The celebrated Rosero is no stranger to the darker regions 

of the human imagination, whether in his previous novels of 
Colombian politics and history or in his latest, a mythical story 
whose world is removed from ours; as in a fairy tale, it exists 
outside any recognizable place while reflecting, from a tilt, 
the violent history of modern nation-states. The novel exam-
ines a group of naked prisoners who have been put away in an 
enormous but cramped house where they are forced to serve 
the higher caste of “clothed ones.” From the shadows of the 
wardrobe in which he’s been sentenced to live, the narrator, a 

“naked one,” describes his silent and interior rebellion against 
the clothed ones, unravelling this small society’s structures 
and rituals in all their nuance and complexity. We learn, for 
example, that all naked ones possess both sexes, each individual 
essentially choosing their gender at some point in their youth. 
Though clothed ones arrive at the house whenever they like, 
naked ones can’t leave the house without being harassed and 
attacked, subject to elaborate, innovative forms of torture. And 
while the clothed ones will elect certain naked ones to favor and 
protect, the weakest of the naked ones are maimed or even die 

of starvation at young ages. Rosero packs great depth within 
a brief novel through brisk chapters that can change tone as 
the ambivalent narrator wavers among resentment, anger, and 
defeat. Though the world of this story is bleak—sometimes 
almost unbearably so—the narrator’s soliloquies on agency in 
the midst of captivity and degradation are timeless, haunting, 
and extremely powerful.

A profound work of dark and brutal truth.

WE IMAGINED IT WAS RAIN
Stories
Siegrist, Andrew
Hub City Press (196 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-938235-88-7  

A slender collection of 16 intercon-
nected stories set in and around a rain-
soaked mountain town in Tennessee.

In this tender and pensive debut, the 
legends of sylvan, hard-luck (and fic-

tional) Cleecey’s Ferry connect its residents across time, age, 
and station of life: a girl who roamed the woods, blinded by eye-
lashes so long they hung in waist-length braids; a doomed circus 
elephant that still haunts the collective memory more than a 
century later; a drowned town hastily abandoned that sleeps 
under the waters of the reservoir lake; and the Rainpainter’s col-
ored sheets that hang between trees in the frequent downpours. 
In “Whittled Bone,” a father collects curios to re-create scenes 
from his runaway daughter’s dream journal. In “Satellites,” a son 
gathers prescriptions using an invented back injury so he and 
his sister can assist their terminally ill father with his suicide 
on the night a satellite will fall back to Earth. After the death 
of his young son, the father in “Heirloom” flees in secret to a 
lonesome cabin, where he befriends the local crows and builds a 
mysterious box based on plans outlined on a series of left-behind 
postcards he finds in a drawer. In “Elephants,” two boys visit the 
grave of Mary the Elephant, who was executed when a long-ago 
circus came to town, with Mary’s demise then portrayed in min-
ute detail in “How To Hang a Circus Elephant.” (A warning to 
the curious that, yes, Mary’s tale is based on true events.) Trans-
formative loss and fragile hope permeate these stories, which 
are filled with gentle, stoic, and fractured masculinities, erod-
ing memories, dead-enders and last-chancers, widowed fathers, 
lost children, and dead, dying, and otherwise departed mothers. 
Though all proceed at a fairly homogenous drift-down-the-river 
pace and are suffused with an alluring but rarely variable eccen-
tric Appalachian melancholy, author Siegrist’s atmospheric, 
fluid, and merciful prose proves irresistible.

Moody and bittersweet: Save it for a literal rainy day and 
read in one sitting.



THE CHILD 
Skomsvold, Kjersti A.
Trans. by Aitken, Martin
Open Letter (160 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-948830-40-9  

In this memoirlike novel by prize-
winning Norwegian author Skomsvold, a 
writer confides a stream of thoughts and 
fears to her second child, a baby.

Affected by memories of a debilitat-
ing illness, and struggling with anxiety and 

depression, the narrator is terrified of failing as a mother. “I’m use-
less when it comes to looking after things. I ruin everything, espe-
cially the things I treasure most.” Before falling in love with her 
husband, Bo, she’d been resigned to not having children. After the 
birth of her first son, she became convinced her brain was altered. 

“The only thing I managed to write was that I was crying. I’m crying, 
crying all the time, I wrote.” Now, with her second son, she’s deter-
mined to return to writing. “I wake up in the mornings and look 
at you and say, today we must work, little one! It was as if you had 
to come, as if I had to have you to tell you all these things, you had 
to come and create another new beginning so that I could see in 
some reasonably clear light the years that went before, and see the 
change that has taken place.” The book, loosely addressed to the 
baby, details her struggles and anxieties, family history, moments of 
both panic and calm. She tells him about a beloved aunt, about her 
and Bo’s courtship, the story of a friend who committed suicide. 
The vivid, fragmentary narrative is shot through with a sense of the 
passing of time: “I didn’t realize how fast everything changes, how 
briefly the magnolia trees are in bloom, how quickly the pinched-
handkerchief bracts of the dove tree disappear. I’d sat with the 
child in my arms all through the spring, the summer, the autumn; 
he was in my arms and in my heart and all the time he was chang-
ing ever so slightly. There was something new by the minute, and 
something else that was lost, and before I knew it that time was 
gone.” As she writes her thoughts and observations, we witness her 
slowly gaining a greater sense of equanimity. “Fortunately it’s not 
just happy stories that end well.”

An intimate, honest exploration of motherhood, compas-
sionate and beautifully written.

NIGHT TRAIN
Very Short Stories
Snijders, A.L.
Trans. by Davis, Lydia
New Directions (128 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8112-2856-5  

A new English collection of very 
short stories about daily life from Dutch 
writer Snijders (1937-2021).

At 19 pages, translator Davis’ intro-
duction is exponentially longer than any 

story in this collection of blink-and-you’ll-miss-them vignettes. 
Davis explains that Snijders uses a form of his own invention; 
he calls its products zkv’s, short for zeer korte verhalen, or “very 
short stories,” a format in which Davis herself is beloved. (And 
Snijders’ work is satisfyingly Davis-esque.) Most of the stories 
are less than a page. Though Snijders claims that they are fic-
tional, there is the artifice of autobiography here: The narrators 
are old men who grew up in Amsterdam and now live in the 
woods east of that city (as does Snijders, according to the intro). 
Snijders’ stories focus on the quotidian: animals seen from his 
rural property, paragraphs and poems he reads that strike his 
fancy. Hearing an owl screech leads to a rumination about a line 
by Szymborska (whose work Snijders’ also resembles) then a 
remembrance of a man he saw the day before wearing a strange 
coat (“Owl”). In “Carbide,” the narrator reads a Cheever story 
about a man firing a gun; at the moment the narrator reads 
this action, he hears a loud bang from his neighbor’s property. 
In “Shoe,” Snijders reflects on his own art, saying that when he 
began writing zkv’s, he learned that “brevity could be 1) techni-
cal in nature—few conjunctions, little explanation, trust in the 
reader’s autonomous celebration—and 2) substantive.” That 
Snijders uses the word celebration here feels right. For all their 
brevity and mystery, these stories ultimately touch on the way 
that perception, language, connection, and an appreciation of 
the natural world give depth, even joy, to life.

Deceptively simple, disarmingly charming.

THIS WEIGHTLESS WORLD
Soto, Adam
Astra House (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-662-60063-0  

Humankind’s first contact from a far-
away planet is devastatingly short-lived 
in Soto’s debut.

It’s New Year’s Day 2012, and the 
people of the SETI Institute make an 
astonishing announcement: They have 

proof of extraterrestrial life. About 75 light-years away, a planet 
called Omni-7xc is sending some kind of signal. What that signal 
is meant to communicate is hard to pin down, but before any-
one can even wrap their minds around it, it disappears. Many 
people are of the opinion that whoever was reaching out from 
Omni-7xc decided humanity wasn’t worth building a relationship 
with, a pretty plausible explanation considering nuclear war, pov-
erty, oppression, and all those other societal ills most folks were 
happy to ignore until they discovered they were being watched 
by another civilization. Though the novel gestures toward wider 
global reactions, Soto wisely focuses on a few specific humans: 
Sevi, a disillusioned former music teacher; his on-again, off-
again girlfriend, Ramona, a Google programmer working on a 
top-secret project; and Eason, Sevi’s cello student, who’s reeling 
from the death of a childhood friend. The three of them grapple 
with the question of how anyone can be a moral person in a world 
where the vast majority of individuals are powerless to make a 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   3 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“An intimate, honest exploration of motherhood, 
compassionate and beautifully written.”

the child
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meaningful impact against institutional and systemic problems 
like racism, gentrification, and state violence. Soto’s characters 
are finely drawn, as are their philosophically thorny conflicts 
with each other. Ramona and Sevi’s divide over her work at 
Google gets the furthest into the weeds of Soto’s questions about 
personal accountability in an unjust world, but Eason’s journey 
toward processing his friend’s death and deciding what to do 
with his own life will linger the longest in readers’ hearts.

Amid the discovery of alien life, a touching meditation on 
humanity.

FAN FICTION
A Mem-Noir: Inspired by True 
Events
Spiner, Brent
St. Martin’s (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-2502-7436-6  

Spiner combines his life as an actor 
on Star Trek: The Next Generation with the 
tale of a murderously obsessive fan.

In the early 1990s, when The Next 
Generation is at its peak, Brent Spiner is living the life he’d always 
dreamed of. He plays Cmdr. Data, and aside from having to use 
kerosene to remove the gold makeup that turns him into his 
android character every day, things are going great. Then he 
gets a severed pig penis in the mail. The delusional fan contin-
ues to send disturbing gifts and threatens to kill Brent and other 
cast members. At first, Brent is wary, but he’s more concerned 
with the show, his relationships, and the odd detective assigned 
to his case (who has a TNG script to plug. Hey, this is Holly-
wood, baby!). Then razor blades and bullets get involved, and 
so does the FBI. Brent soon is tangled up with a sexy FBI agent 
and her identical twin sister, who’s also his bodyguard; has run-
ins with fans ranging from sincere to downright bizarre; and 
has to worry about making one of the most beloved shows on 
television while not actually dying. Panic attacks, nightmares, 
and sometimes hilarity ensue. Author Spiner calls his debut a 

“mem-noir,” because he weaves together Hollywood and Trekkie 
trivia, his experiences with real-life TNG cast and crew, his own 
traumatic childhood with an abusive stepfather, and an obses-
sive fan scenario that’s not entirely made up, either. The story is 
quite accessible to non-Trekkies while never being overexplainy 
in ways fans would find tedious. Because it’s all told in a campy, 
dime-store–noir voice, one can never be sure what’s true and 
what’s fiction. Because Spiner is the victim, not the detective, 
he doesn’t get to break down doors or solve the crime, which 
makes the book less satisfying than it might have been. Spiner 
also sticks with the noir penchant for defining female charac-
ters by their looks, which is unfortunate. Though the writing is 
pithy and humorous, the book feels like it’s directed at the ste-
reotypical middle-aged, cis, male fans of the show even though 
TNG itself appeals to a much wider audience.

Fans of Star Trek, dime-store detective novels, or behind-
the-scenes Hollywood tales will enjoy this quick read.

ANIMAL WRONGS
Spotte, Stephen
Three Rooms Press (386 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-953103-09-3  

A sprightly tale that finds two attor-
neys in medieval France matching wits 
over a triptych of unusual cases.

And now for something completely 
different, as the saying goes. In fact, 
this medieval comedy smacks of Monty 

Python’s bawdy and mischievous sense of humor, even if it 
comes loaded with voluminous dialogues that take some get-
ting used to. Our two protagonists over the course of a decade 
or so in the early 16th century are defense counsel and narra-
tor Barthélemy de Chassenée and his prosecutorial counterpart, 
Humbert de Révigny, a flamboyant but enigmatic bon vivant 
who takes to sharing long conversations with his friend. Did we 
mention that Révigny is also a servant of Satan? Not in the form 
of a “devil’s advocate,” but a shape-shifting, red-eyed, horned 
demon who smells faintly of sulfur. The author’s really interest-
ing choice here is that this fantastic revelation doesn’t bother 
Chassenée in the slightest. First, Chassenée is summoned to 
the village of Autun by the local bishop to defend...well, rats 
that are eating the crops, leading to bizarre but oddly enter-
taining legal gymnastics on both attorneys’ parts. Their cases 
are largely ecclesiastical tribunals, so there’s a lot of old-time 
religion added to each encounter. They meet again to wrestle 
over the fate of “Madame Truye,” a pig that ate up a baby like a 
dingo’s breakfast. Their third but unlikely last case directs their 
fey discourse to the case of Marcel Plonta, accused of being no 
less than a werewolf. Chassenée’s blithe acceptance of his fren-
emy’s demonic side takes some getting used to, but the verbal 
contests and quick-fire, Aaron Sorkin–like dialogue are more 
entertaining than any otherworldly conflict might have been. 
Not as ribald as a similarly drunken two-hander like Withnail 
and I, but a fun trifle nonetheless.

An atypical comic novel that deftly explores its cynical 
narrator’s encounters with his devilish friend.

TRUST 
Starnone, Domenico
Trans. by Lahiri, Jhumpa
Europa Editions (144 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-60945-703-7  

A pair of lovers make an unsettling 
pact.

Pietro and Teresa keep breaking up 
and getting back together until one day, 
finally, Teresa suggests a way to bind 

themselves together: They’ll each confess their worst secret. 
They do, but, a few days later, they break up again—this time 
for good. Time passes; Pietro meets Nadia, marries her, begins 

“A pair of lovers make an unsettling pact.”
trust
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to have children, sees his career taking off. Teresa moves from 
Italy to the United States. And yet she still holds an enigmatic 
but intense power over Pietro: “We’d mutually revealed not only 
who we really were,” he explains, “free from all staging, but had 
also revealed, one to the other, who, had the occasion arisen, 
we might have been.” This is the fourth of Starnone’s novels to 
appear in English, and, like the previous three, there is a tight, 
compact quality to it—there is nothing here that doesn’t need 
to be here, not a single extraneous sentence. Starnone excels 
not only with plot and form, but in his depictions of the subtle-
ties of living and loving. “Love, well, what to say?”—that’s the 
very first sentence of the novel (which is beautifully translated 
by Lahiri). Pietro lives his life knowing that Teresa, and only 
Teresa, knows the worst in him and can, at any moment, expose 
him for it—that possibility hangs over his every decision like a 
threat. But in the last quarter of the book, Starnone tightens his 
reins even further. The story, it turns out, isn’t just about trust—
but also about how we create our own lovers to suit the selves 
we’d like to be—or, at any cost, not to be.

Richly nuanced while also understated, Starnone’s latest 
appearance in English is a novel to be savored.

THE ROOFTOP
Trías, Fernanda
Trans. by McDermott, Annie
Charco Press (150 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-913867-04-1  

A pregnant woman and her ailing 
father try to carve out the rest of their 
lives in a village in Uruguay.

No lie, this book is emotionally 
challenging and often depressing. Brief, 

bleak, and often shockingly claustrophobic, the novel chron-
icles the life of Clara, our narrator and something of a cipher, 
who is trapped in a small home with her father, who is suffering 
from some kind of debilitating neurological illness. To add to 
Clara’s litany of troubles—which include rapidly diminishing 
funds and something resembling grief over the accidental death 
of someone named Julia, never quite identified as to her role in 
the family—she’s several months pregnant as well. Other than 
the birth of Flor, her daughter, and Clara’s general ambivalence 
about the child’s welfare, there’s no drama there since both the 
father and the circumstances of Flor’s conception are patently 
ignored. Because the family has retreated inside, Clara’s only 
real relief is ruminating on her rooftop during the rare moments 
she’s not responsible for her Dad’s or Flor’s well-beings. “I don’t 
know when everything started to go wrong, or what set the end 
in motion,” Clara tells us. “If I’m remembering all this tonight, 
it’s only because I want a little more time with them. No one 
could possibly understand how I feel: isolated, expecting noth-
ing, knowing I’m locked in a desperate battle to defend some-
thing that’s already gone.” The only other character supporting 
this triptych of misanthropes is Carmen Diviak, a neighbor and 
something of a midwife who helps Clara give birth and keep her 

family alive, for now. At its core, it’s a story about being trapped 
and the fear, isolation, and anxiety that emerge when one is 
stuck in a dark, dark place.

A tiny, shocking book about despair and its haunting 
consequences. 

HARSH TIMES 
Vargas Llosa, Mario
Trans. by West, Adrian Nathan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-374-60123-2  

The Peru-born Nobel Prize winner 
crafts a vivid story centered on the U.S.–
backed 1954 coup in Guatemala.

Vargas Llosa turns, after two lighter 
novels, to a pivotal moment in Latin 

American political history. He starts with a chapter on the pro-
paganda machine deployed by United Fruit—aka the Octopus—
to retain its monopoly and tax-free status in Guatemala. Using 
stories planted in American media and the support of Washing-
ton, the company portrayed the government of Jacobo Árbenz 
as a seedbed of Soviet communism. Vargas Llosa portrays it as 
a democratic and progressive administration seeking to distrib-
ute land more fairly while reining in the Octopus. In subsequent 
overlapping narratives, he keeps the historical reality more or 
less in view while developing characters, scenes, and tension in 
imagined vignettes—not a historical novel so much as colorized 
history. A few recurring figures provide helpful landmarks in a 
busy, time-shifting chronicle. Most impressive of the fictional 
players is Martita Borrero Parra, who is impregnated by her 
father’s friend at 14, forced to marry the man, and disowned 
by papa. She abandons her child a few years later and seeks the 
protection and bed of Carlos Castillo Armas, the man who led 
the push to oust Árbenz and replaced him as president. She 
becomes his secret adviser and remains influential in politics 
elsewhere after he’s assassinated. The chapters that cover the 
preparations for that killing and its fallout provide another nar-
rative thread. However much fiction or bias Vargas Llosa has 
added to the historical record, he makes a persuasive case, sup-
ported by West’s lucid translation, that Washington’s big-foot-
ing in ’54 “held up the continent’s democratization for decades 
at the cost of thousands of lives.”

History here gets a compelling human face through an art-
ist’s dramatic brilliance.
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WIN ME SOMETHING 
Wu, Kyle Lucia
Tin House (280 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-951142-73-5  

A young woman spends 10 months 
working as a nanny for a wealthy Tribeca 
family in Wu’s quietly impressive com-
ing-into-adulthood novel.

While working as a waitress in Brook-
lyn, 24-year-old Willa Chen jumps at an 

offer to become a nanny for Nathalie and Gabe Adrien’s 9-year-
old daughter, Bijou. The easy hours and live-in suite are appeal-
ing, but Willa is mostly thrilled at the prospect of being part 
of an average American family. Willa’s parents divorced when 
she was small; her father, who’d emigrated from China at age 10, 
and her working-class White American mother both began new 
families, leaving Willa feeling extraneous. She’s also experienced 
multiple instances of racism, whether mean-spirited or unin-
tentional, and she’s trained herself to stay emotionally reserved 
and inconspicuous. The Adriens, especially Nathalie, seem to 
embody everything Willa’s own childhood lacked, while preco-
cious Bijou is given the parental attention Willa craved. Willa 
tries to embed herself into the Adriens’ world, finding their 
castoffs “irresistible,” catering to Bijou’s every need, consider-
ing herself and Bijou “like sisters, maybe,” even developing an 
ambivalent flirtation with Nathalie’s younger brother. Observ-
ing the Adrien household also prompts Willa to recall events 
from her own childhood with new clarity. Wu’s debut eschews 
many of the tropes of current fiction, particularly nanny fiction. 
Do not expect sexual or physical abuse, quirky characters, weird 
secrets, or biting tweet-ready wit; do not expect shocking plot 
twists or an exposé of evil parents or bosses. The Adriens are 
privileged New York liberals, imperfect but far from despicable; 
Willa’s parents made big mistakes but they loved her. And Bijou 
is a heartbreakingly complex child with anxieties that adults, 
including Willa, don’t always notice. Ultimately, expect subtle 
surprises as Willa’s relationships evolve in a satisfying accumu-
lation of carefully drawn small moments that build toward her 
understanding, even acceptance, of both an imperfect world 
and herself.

No fireworks here, but everyday struggles rendered into a 
deeply poignant story.

O BEAUTIFUL
Yun, Jung
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-2502-7432-8  

A journalist returns home to North 
Dakota for a story and begins to come to 
terms with her childhood.

Elinor Hanson, the child of a Korean 
immigrant mother and an American 

military father, didn’t have the easiest time growing up in North 
Dakota, especially after her mother left. When Elinor was 18, 
she moved to New York, worked as a model for a long time, and 
then went to journalism school. A romantic relationship she 
had with one of her professors leads him to recommend her 
for a magazine story about a North Dakota town flooded by 
people looking for work during the oil boom. Beginning with 
the turbulent and unsettling flight into Avery, Elinor feels vul-
nerable and off-balance, a feeling which increases as she begins 
her interviews and realizes the town’s insider-outsider tensions 
are complicated by race, class, and gender, all of which recall her 
own difficulties growing up in the area as a biracial girl. As Eli-
nor continues reporting, she meets up with her estranged sister 
and begins to understand the uneasy place women find them-
selves in in Avery—revered for their rarity in the population, 
paid much more at local strip clubs than men make as oil work-
ers, and threatened by violence and objectification. Meanwhile, 
some of Elinor’s former classmates in New York are working on 
a sexual harassment lawsuit against her former professor, and 
they want to know if her relationship with him was consensual. 
The tensions in both locations force Elinor to reckon with all 
the different parts of her past so she can begin to understand 
the current moment and her own place in a deeply divided 
nation as an Asian American woman who has never felt a sense 
of belonging. Author Yun has written an absorbing and poignant 
novel with wonderfully complex characters and no easy answers.

Intricate and enthralling.

NEW YEAR 
Zeh, Juli
Trans. by Price, Alta L.
World Editions (288 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-64286-099-3  

While on vacation, a family man sets 
off on a solo bicycle ride with seriously 
unexpected results.

Henning, a married man with two 
kids under 5, organizes a surprise two-

week family holiday in Lanzarote over Christmas and New 
Year’s. So far, so good, apart from a few small issues: His wife, 
Theresa, likes to complain about the weather whether they’re 
at home in Germany or on a beautiful volcanic island in the 
Atlantic; Henning has been having panic attacks over the past 
two years, and it takes real work on his part to try to manage 
them; and, at a fancy dinner on New Year’s Eve, Theresa flirts 
shamelessly with another man. Spontaneously, on the morning 
of New Year’s Day, Henning decides to take a bike ride on his 
own for some fresh air and a little me time. The ride is punish-
ing, exhilarating, and exhausting, but Henning uses it to reflect 
on his life and his extended family experiences with his in-laws, 
his mother, and his sister. When he sees a sign for an art gallery, 
he stops by and meets the artist, Lisa. But being in the building, 
a house, in fact, draws Henning into a vastly different mental 
and emotional state: Halfway through the book, the tale turns 

“A young woman spends 10 months working 
as a nanny for a wealthy Tribeca family.”

win me something
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to a terrifying and grisly lost memory as Henning regresses back 
to a previously unacknowledged childhood trauma.

This spine-tingler captures the peak of what appears to be 
a spectacularly hallucinatory middle-aged crisis.

m y s t e r y

THE CRY OF THE HANGMAN
Calkins, Susanna
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-7278-5033-1  

A printer’s apprentice tackles a 
murder.

Life is hard in 17th-century Lon-
don, but Lucy Campion has made 
the most of her talents. Originally a 
housemaid, Lucy won permission from 

her employer, Magistrate Hargrave, to apprentice herself to 
printer Horace Aubrey. In Aubrey’s shop, she and Lach, her 
male counterpart, create stories and ballads that they print, 
illustrate, and sell in the local markets and taverns. Lucy’s tales 
have gained a modest following when suddenly she finds her 
audience whisked out from under her by handsome bookseller 
Phineas Fowler, whose bloodthirsty narratives and compelling 
delivery leave her literally in the dust. What concerns her as 
much as the loss of customers is the provenance of Fowler’s 
tales, since many of them resemble cases tried by Hargrave. 
Fowler’s renderings often cast her former boss in a bad light, 
blaming him for deciding cases unfairly and, ultimately, cor-
ruptly. Lucy suspects that Fowler’s accounts are connected to 
a stash of case notes that were recently stolen from Hargrave. 
But as she probes the connection between Fowler and the 
stolen files, the more recent murders of soap makers Guy and 
Mary Donnett make their way into Fowler’s repertoire. Unrav-
eling the tangled skein of murders old and new, theft, decep-
tion, and corruption is a hefty order but not beyond the ability 
of Calkins’ resourceful heroine.

Creepy and ingenious.  

THE PLAYING FIELDS
Cameron, Stella
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-78029-123-9  

Cotswolds pub owner Alex Duggins’ 
extended tango with the Gambol Green 
constabulary is quickened by the threat 
of a serial killer.

Richard Seaton’s final performance 
on the stage of the Playing Fields, a barn 
whose boards the Phoenix Players have 

often trod, is posthumous. He’s been stabbed to death and his 
body arranged in a pose that can’t be natural. DCI Dan O’Reilly 
links his death to that of Edward Coughlin, who was brained 
with a cricket bat six weeks ago and posed just as carefully. While 
Dan and his squad ponder whether two fatalities are enough to 
label the perp a serial killer, Alex, a sometime painter who owns 
the Black Dog pub, looks forward to her wedding to veterinar-
ian Tony Harrison, whose engagement to her is an open secret 
despite Dan’s attraction to her. But Tony doesn’t seem himself, 
and there’s an excellent reason why. Shortly before Penny Har-
rison, the wife who disappeared from his side eight years ago in 
Australia, is finally declared officially deceased, clearing the way 
for his remarriage, Tony receives a letter from someone claim-
ing to be Penny and hinting at all she can do to spoil his plans if 
he doesn’t—well, it’s not entirely clear what he needs to do. So 
many series regulars, from ex-con Sid Gammage’s two sons to 
the Black Dog crew, pop up that the killer would stick out even 
without all the queasy-making mannerisms that shriek, “Killer!” 
Oblivious to them all, Alex is relegated to two roles: the suspi-
cious contact Dan’s officious Chief Constable warns him away 
from, and the damsel in distress who has to be saved by the real 
detectives.

Unlikely to interest anyone but franchise addicts hungry 
for the latest updates.

DEATH’S LONG SHADOW
Cutler, Judith
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-7278-5024-9  

A stranded Victorian noblewoman 
further disrupts the unconventional gov-
ernance of her place of refuge.

From the moment of her arrival, Lady 
Stanton makes clear her disapproval of 
the arrangements at Thorncroft House, 

which is run by a board of trustees that includes doctors, law-
yers, and former servants, since Lady Croft is recently dead 
and her son mentally incapacitated. But she can hardly dictate 
the terms of her stay, since she arrives during a blizzard with a 
groom and a footman who are mortally ill from the cold and 
a maid who refuses to leave the side of the groom, who’s the 
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father of her unborn child. Housekeeper Harriet Rowsley 
whisks the sick and grieving to the family wing, where they con-
valesce under the care of Dr. Page and Nurse Webb, and assigns 
Florrie, one of the housemaids, to attend Lady Stanton. Lady 
Stanton repays her kindness by grousing about everything while 
flirting shamelessly with Harriet’s husband, land agent Matthew. 
Matthew and Harriet have limited time to spend placating their 
fractious guest, since they need to set about fulfilling the terms 
of the late Lady Croft’s will. Matters become murkier when 
their living quarters are ransacked and Mary, the youngest of the 
servants, is found dead on the service stairs. Perhaps because of 
the number and diversity of problems she must handle, the nor-
mally efficient Harriet seems tentative and adrift and Cutler’s 
solutions to the multiple mysteries, superficial and incomplete.

Quirky but unsatisfying.

MANY DEADLY RETURNS
21 Stories Celebrating 21 
Years of Murder Squad
Ed. by Edwards, Martin
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-7278-9093-1  

An anthology celebrating 21 years of 
writing by Northern England’s Murder 
Squad with 21 stories, eight of them new.

The celebration is largely a private 
affair, with long-standing members Ann Cleeves, Kate Ellis, 
Margaret Murphy, Chris Simms, Cath Staincliffe, and editor 
Edwards contributing three entries apiece. Of the remaining 
stories by former Squad members, John Baker’s “An Old-Fash-
ioned Poisoning” shows a Victorian woman celebrating the 
passing of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, by arranging another death; 
the police officer in Chaz Brenchley’s “For Kicks” uncovers a 
lifelong pattern of abuse in the case of a teenager kicked into a 
coma; and the thrill killer in the late Stuart Pawson’s “Ultra Vio-
lent” is brought to justice by a highly predictable mistake. None 
of these outliers can match the best stories by the current Squad 
members. In Staincliffe’s “Scorpion,” another abused teenager 
strikes back at a shockingly unexpected target. “A Winter’s Tale” 
is Cleeves’ routine but expert probe into the murder of a rural 
woman with a reputation. The gangster’s widow in Edwards’ 

“The Other Life” comes home from a séance arranged by her 
cleaning lady to find that two of her late husband’s colleagues 
have targeted her home for robbery. The officer who solves the 
locked-room poisoning in Ellis’ “My Oleander” wastes no time 
in applying the lessons he’s learned on the homefront. Simms’ 

“Gaffed” follows a high-stakes meeting between an informant 
whose wife’s death freed him from a gang’s blackmail and the 
officer who’s promised him protection to its logical conclusion. 
And a pair of hospital patients battling formidable handicaps 
in Murphy’s “Still Life” turn to battle each other till they work 
toward a resolution as welcome as it is unlikely.

Worst feature: too many similar plot twists. Best: the 
sharply characteristic voices that emerge from all these tales.

DOLPHIN JUNCTION
Herron, Mick
Soho Crime (312 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-641-29302-0  

Herron brings his unexcelled skill for 
jaw-dropping twists to 11 short stories 
originally published between 2006 and 
2019.

Even the most conventional of these 
tales, the four stories starring private 

inquiry agent Zoë Boehm and sometimes her husband and part-
ner, Joe Silvermann, are filled with delicious surprises. In “Mirror 
Images,” a successful author hires the couple to exorcise the late 
boathouse owner who keeps popping up to remind him that he 
got an unimportant detail wrong. Joe’s hired to deliver a black-
mail payment for a wayward wife’s porn video in “Proof of Love” 
and to rid his client of a stalker in “The Other Half.” Widowed, 
Zoë turns briefly and hilariously to psychotherapy in “What We 
Do.” The other seven stories more consistently showcase Her-
ron’s gift for aha revelations that don’t just identify the culprit, 
but indicate that you’ve been looking at everything backward. A 
cuckold undertakes murderous vengeance in “Remote Control.” 
A couple blithely indulge in idle deductions about a stranger as 
a kidnapped woman lies in a car trunk outside their rest stop in 

“Lost Luggage.” In the title story, an abandoned husband insists 
in vain that his wife never would have signed her goodbye note 
with a nickname she detested. The uncharacteristically bright 

“The Usual Santas” recounts the attempts of eight department-
store Santas to deal with the imposter who’s infiltrated their 
ranks. Even lesser efforts “An American Fridge” and “The Last 
Dead Letter” catch you looking the wrong way. And in “All the 
Livelong Day,” in some ways the most predictable of all these 
stories, a couple’s hike turns into an authentic nightmare.

Perfect for readers eager to have the wool pulled over their 
eyes again and again.

VANISHING EDGE
Kells, Claire
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-64385-867-8  

A new agent investigating an aban-
doned glampsite in Sequoia National 
Park confronts the elements and her 
own physical limitations as she searches 
for answers in Kells’ debut.

Personal tragedy and a broken back 
have rerouted Felicity Harland from her FBI work to a career 
as a Special Agent with the Investigative Services Bureau, the 
government agency looking into crimes in national parks. 
Though Felicity had hoped to be assigned to Alaska, her first 
detail involves taking care of California’s nine parks. She feels 
let down when her first call seems barely worth following up 
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on. Sequoia National Park Ranger Corrigan, annoyed at an 
abandoned campsite at Precipice Lake, suggests to Felicity 
that it might be something more. When she arrives, Felicity 
can’t tell whether the curmudgeonly Corrigan thinks there’s 
been an actual crime or just has it out for the camping—sorry, 
glamping—outfitter working to get Silicon Valley and Hol-
lywood’s finest into the parks. A quick call to Glampist tells 
Felicity nothing—they’re more concerned about their pres-
tige customers’ privacy than the law—but Felicity is certain 
she’ll be able to find the missing campers if only she can survey 
the site. But that’s a problem in itself, given that it’s 22 miles 
from the ranger station. Corrigan feels like he’s done his due 
diligence by alerting ISB and declines to make the trip with 
Felicity, but his best employee, Ferdinand “Hux” Huxley, is 
curious enough to get involved, and Felicity’s shepherd mix, 
Ollie, is excited for the adventure. Felicity relies on her ad hoc 
partner’s expertise, judgment, and shortcuts as the two navi-
gate everywhere from mountain peaks to chilly April lakes in 
search of what they hope will be spoiled glampers rather than 
dead bodies.

A determined professional duo investigates wilderness 
wannabes: What’s not to like?

FIVE DECEMBERS
Kestrel, James
Hard Case Crime (432 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-17890-96118  

A Honolulu cop’s search for an 
unusually brutal killer is upended by the 
arrival of World War II, which puts his 
investigation on hold and adds an epic 
dimension to his quest.

Called over Thanksgiving weekend 
1941 to a shed where an unknown young 

White man has been gutted and hung upside down, Detective 
Joe McGrady soon finds a second butchered corpse, that of a 
bound, naked Asian woman whose throat has been cut with the 
same Mark I model trench knife, and creates a third when he 
returns to the scene and wins a gunfight with a nameless scar-
faced man. Capt. J.H. Beamer, who puts McGrady in charge of 
the case, clearly doesn’t like or trust him and keeps him on a 
short leash because the first dead man’s uncle, Adm. Kimmel, 
pulls a lot of weight, and his moneyed associate, John Francis 
Kincaid, even more. Acting on evidence McGrady’s unearthed, 
Beamer sends him to Hong Kong in search of the mysterious 
John Smith, who’s become the leading suspect. The morning 
after McGrady arrives, the Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor, cut-
ting off any hope of his return home, and his trip stretches out 
to three years, first as a prisoner of the Hong Kong Police when 
Smith frames him for aggravated rape, then as a fugitive in the 
Tokyo home of Takahashi Kansei, the dead woman’s pacifist 
uncle in the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Exposed to a 
bewildering variety of people, locations, and beliefs, McGrady 
miraculously manages not only to keep his cool in a world gone 

mad, but to return to Honolulu, where he was reported dead 
long ago, and close the case.

Kestrel’s expertly clipped descriptive passages and dia-
logue bring his spacious canvas into razor-sharp focus.

THE JOY AND LIGHT 
BUS COMPANY
McCall Smith, Alexander
Pantheon (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-31573-6  

Mma Precious Ramotswe’s husband 
takes center stage in the latest adventure 
of the No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency.

The first third of this installment is 
nearly over before a paying client crosses 

Mma Ramotswe’s threshold. Baboloki Mophephu is convinced 
that Bontle Tutume, the wicked nurse attending his aging father, 
a retired businessman and farmer, is scheming to marry him so 
that she can do the client and his two sisters out of their rightful 
inheritance. By this time, however, Mma Ramotswe has already 
encountered several more typical problems. Mma Molebatsi,  a 
matron at the Orphan Farm run by Mma Ramotswe’s old friend 
Mma Potokwani, suspects that Keitumetse, the latest young 
woman to arrive at her house, has formerly been enslaved by 
the employers who broke her wrist. Mma Ramotswe and Mma 
Grace Makutsi, the employee who’s constantly promoting her-
self to higher and higher status in the agency, watch their old 
enemy Violet Sephotho, the Great Husband Stealer of Gaborone, 
take a package of chocolate biscuits from a grocery shelf, help 
herself to two of them, and replace the package without turning 
a hair. Most important, Mr. J.L.B. Matekoni, Mma Ramotswe’s 
husband, meets an old schoolmate at a business conference and 
falls in with his highly speculative plan to start a new bus com-
pany, a project that will require him to mortgage Tlokweng Road 
Speedy Motors and risk his family’s financial future. Even though 
she uncharacteristically misreads several of the characters who 
cross her path, Mma Ramotswe eventually works some of these 
problems out through her own resourcefulness and watches the 
rest resolve themselves through other means.

Comfort-food reading, and never more welcome.

THE DANGERS OF AN 
ORDINARY NIGHT
Reeves, Lynne
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-64385-865-4  

Family counselor Reeves’ fourth 
novel is a three-act tragedy that peers 
beneath every parent’s worst nightmare 
and asks which of the statistically normal 
traumas underneath precipitated it.
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Two days after best friends June Danforth and Natalie Car-
rington leave an audition at The Performing Arts High School 
of Boston and vanish, caretaker Charles Turner Stockbridge 
finds them on secluded Watties Beach, June dead of exposure, 
Tali still alive. Who kidnapped the 17-year-olds and left them to 
die? It would be nice to believe that the perp must be a drifter 
from outside their social circle, but Detective Fitz Jameson 
finds himself concentrating on several suspects unpleasantly 
close to the two young women: Stockbridge, who can’t explain 
why he found June, who died facedown, lying face up; Sam Wal-
lace, a sophomore at Performing Arts who’s clearly its star actor; 
his stage mother, Ana, who’s resolved that the show must go on 
whatever the cost to Tali; insensitive director Greg Normand, 
whose reflexive response to any crisis is more bullying; and 
Zeke Carrington, Tali’s father, whose gambling addiction had 
beholden him to such seriously dangerous creditors that his 
wife, Nell, is considering divorce proceedings. Working with 
psychiatrist Dr. Cynthia Rawlins, who’s more than eager to quit 
her brutally taxing job of trauma counseling for a teaching job 
at Boston College, Fitz, who’s hiding a dark secret of his own, 
hunkers down to unearth the truth to the accompaniment of 27 
chapter titles drawn from 27 plays.

Reeves’ uncommonly assured novel, by turns sensitive and 
scarifying, identifies an elusive target and hits it dead on.

THE RIVERWOMAN’S DRAGON
Robb, Candace
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-78029-136-9  

The year 1375 brings the plague 
and lesser killers back to York with a 
vengeance.

Owen Archer and his wife, apoth-
ecary Lucie Wilton, have returned from 
London, where they were on royal busi-

ness, only to find York boiling with fear of the plague and the 
church inciting people to take action against healers, includ-
ing their friend Magda. Magda’s bitter daughter, Asa, has sud-
denly appeared along with Einar, another relative, who seeks to 
learn and imitate Magda’s mystical powers. A new healer calling 
himself Bernard has come to York and is stirring resentment 
against Magda. Owen’s first concern, however, is investigating 
the death of Sam Toller, whose body was found in the river. Sam 
was employed by the merchant Guthlac Wolcott, who didn’t 
entirely trust his son to run their business and whose health 
is deteriorating under Bernard’s care. Both put the blame on 
Magda. Asa, whose past with Bernard she refuses to discuss, 
resents her mother’s talents, which she thinks she should have 
inherited. The arrival of the plague causes many to blame peo-
ple like Magda; even midwives are under attack in a society that 
doesn’t value women. Magda goes about her business without 
fear, helping the poor and sick while under the protection of her 
mystical dragon, while Owen tries to make sense of the mur-
der, a fire at Guthlac’s warehouse, and the puzzling relationship 

between Guthlac’s son and his father’s young wife.
Magda, who’s appeared in many of Owen’s adventures, is the 

rightful star of this tale of murder, betrayal, and superstition.

BEST IN SNOW
Rosenfelt, David
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-2502-5717-8  

It wouldn’t be Christmas in Paterson, 
New Jersey, without a dead body covered 
by snow in Eastside Park.

It’s a bonus that the corpse is that of 
Paterson Mayor Alex Oliva and that it’s 
discovered by Tara, the beloved golden 

retriever of Andy Carpenter, the city’s most work-averse law-
yer. As usual, Andy’s inclined to walk away from his discovery, 
but that quickly changes with the arrest of disgraced reporter 
Bobby Nash, whom Andy’s old pal, executive editor Vince 
Sanders, fired after a story he reported exposing a pay-to-play 
scheme that linked businessman Richard Minchner to Oliva’s 
gubernatorial campaign was proved false and Bobby’s princi-
pal informant, election committee member Theresa Minardo, 
said she’d never talked to him. Andy doesn’t owe Vince a 
favor, but when Vince points out that he’d certainly pay up if 
he owed Andy, he reluctantly takes on Bobby’s defense. It’s a 
good thing, too, since the case is about to blow up—literally 
for Theresa Minardo and several other locals hanging around 
structures that shadowy forces seem to have targeted for demo-
lition. Bobby is poisoned during his stay in the prison hospital; 
prosecutor Dylan Campbell is clearly licking his chops over the 
surfeit of forensic evidence linking Bobby to the crime; and as 
Andy prepares his impossible defense, he can’t help wondering 
why the killer, after shooting Oliva in his driveway, would take 
so much trouble to dump his body a mere three blocks away.

Very little mystery, with surprisingly muted canine roles. 
The wily prosecutor turns in the single strongest performance.

POISON
Spencer, Sally
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-7278-9095-5  

DCI Monika Paniatowski catches a 
case from hell.

The return of Chief Constable 
George Baxter from compassionate 
leave is a mixed blessing for Monika. On 
the one hand, she’s more than happy 

to see her former lover recovering from the mental distress 
caused by the death of his wife. On the other, his first official 
act is to hand her what’s probably the most toxic case of her 
career. Multimillionaire Jordan Gough, whose holdings include 
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the Whitebridge Evening Telegraph, demands that Baxter assign 
Monika to find out who’s poisoning him. Monika can’t find any 
evidence that Gough’s being poisoned. But when she turns her 
attention to the death of Tom Crawley, a young surveyor found 
in his apartment with his brains bashed out, she concludes that 
he has very definitely been murdered, leading Gough to com-
plain to Baxter that the chief inspector isn’t taking him seriously. 
Monika’s path becomes rockier when Gough dies after eating 
steak with poisoned pepper sauce. The Telegraph publishes a 
piece criticizing the police in general and Monika in particu-
lar for ignoring a threat that cost a prominent citizen his life. 
Baxter is frantic for an arrest, and Gough’s brother, Arthur, is a 
promising suspect, but Monika still has doubts. It takes all her 
ingenuity and the unstinting support of her three sergeants—
Jack Crane, Colin Beresford, and Kate Meadows—to foil a dia-
bolically clever murderer.

Read this one quickly, before someone spoils the surprise.

MISS MORIARTY, 
I PRESUME? 
Thomas, Sherry
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593200-58-2  

The world’s most famous detective 
must outwit her nemesis in Victorian 
Cornwall.

Thomas’ series continues with the 
life of Charlotte Holmes, the woman 

detective masquerading as her fictitious brother, Sherlock, 
shortly after the events of Murder on Cold Street (2020). While 
Charlotte; her lover, Lord Ingram; her companion, Mrs. Wat-
son; and her sister, Olivia, are hoping they haven’t riled Mori-
arty, the hope is soon dashed. The feared criminal mastermind, 
calling himself Mr. Baxter, wants Charlotte to take on a case 
involving his wayward daughter, who has secreted herself at 
a religious retreat in Cornwall. But is that all he has in mind? 
Left no real choice, Charlotte & Co. begin their investigations 
into Miss Baxter as well as into Olivia’s sweetheart, Mr. Mar-
bleton, whom Moriarty has coerced back into his web. Tense 
and atmospherically rich, particularly in the Cornwall chap-
ters, the novel is interspersed with brief scenes of Charlotte 
and Ingram’s new intimacy, including some chuckle-inducing 
letters. Thomas counts on readers being familiar with the way 
Arthur Conan Doyle wrote Holmes’ confrontation with Mori-
arty in “The Final Problem,” but she provides a new (female 
solidarity) twist to get to that point rather than keeping us 
guessing about how she’s going to adapt the famous ending. 
It’s an interesting application of the romance-genre struc-
ture, in which the predictable climax is less important than 
the journey toward it—something Thomas knows well as a 
romance author—but the way she sets up the twist and the 
ending by switching the point of view to a minor character is a 
bit clunky. Charlotte herself appears less like the neurodiverse 
character she’s been established to be in previous novels, but 

her love for food and her loose allegiance to social mores and 
role-playing are still charming.

An enjoyable jigsaw puzzle in the Holmes tradition, with 
gothic thrills and a dash of romance.

PSYCHO BY THE SEA
Truss, Lynne
Raven Books (320 pp.) 
$23.13  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-52660-987-8  

A fourth installment in the endless 
and lopsided battle between the forces 
of good and evil in 1957 Brighton.

As Inspector Steine, who shot Lon-
don gang lord Terence Chambers to death, 
is feted as a hero, Chambers’ allies plot 

revenge. Within a few short days, Barrow-Boy Cecil, whose street 
trade in mechanical bunnies barely conceals his alliance with the 
local gang, goes missing; Len the Photographer is coshed during a 
burglary of his archives; psychopathic carpenter Geoffrey Chau-
cer, who has a history of beheading coppers, escapes from Broad-
moor; Nicky Garroway, the Chambers henchman who helped 
him make his getaway, is murdered; and, worst of all, charlady Pal-
meira Groynes abruptly abandons her post in the Brighton Police 
Station. Constable Peregrine Twitten knows that Mrs. Groynes 
is the criminal mastermind behind every crime in Brighton, but 
he doesn’t know that she’s targeted Gosling’s department store, 
whose owner, Harold Gosling, employs as his assistant Adelaide 
Vine, a criminal with a criminal family pedigree. As ex–Milk Girl 
Pandora Holden continues her hopeless pursuit of Twitten and 
Eliza Thorpe, Twitten’s widowed landlady, sets her cap on his dim 
colleague Sgt. Jim Brunswick, Mrs. Groynes plots to kill Steine 
and knock over Gosling’s in a heist that will make canny use of 
the store’s state-of-the-art technology. Truss keeps the teapot 
simmering with baroque subplots, throwaway jests, and insinu-
ations of further hidden relationships so amusing and discon-
nected that many readers will lose the thread of the main story. 
Not that there’s anything wrong with that.

As diverting and inconsequential as a Rube Goldberg con-
traption for committing some felonies and barely preventing 
others.

LIFE WITHOUT PAROLE
Viets, Elaine
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-7278-5028-7  

Missouri death investigator Angela 
Richman investigates the demise of a 
powerful developer.

Tom Lockridge built much of the 
commercial real estate in Chouteau 
Forest, amassing a vast fortune in the 

“The world’s most famous detective must outwit 
her nemesis in Victorian Cornwall.”

miss moriarty, i  presume?
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process. In order to share his wealth, he married his office man-
ager, Cindy, who grew up in Fairdale Manor Mobile Home Park. 
Seeking to fit into Tom’s upscale lifestyle, Cindy remakes her-
self as Cynthia Lockridge, a budding socialite who drives a red 
Jaguar and hosts lavish parties at their vacation home in Lake of 
the Ozarks. She’s in the office of her spacious home, trying to 
figure out how to give their attendees at the upcoming Chou-
teau Forest Christmas Ball the steak dinners they deserve while 
still making millions for charity, when her husband is killed 
with three shots to the head in the bedroom wing. Naturally, 
she’s Detective Jace Budewitz’s leading suspect in the murder, 
especially when he hears rumors of her affair with attorney Wes 
Desloge. Angela isn’t so sure. She’s swayed by Fairdale manager 
Shirley Rawlins, who describes Cindy as a hardworking teen-
ager who avoided the park’s more unsavory residents. As Angela 
helps Jace with his investigation, the body count soars. A dog 
walker is shot by a vigilante with an assault weapon, a bank teller 
is run over by a drunk octogenarian, and Lockridge’s new book-
keeper is poisoned. Not all the deaths she investigates stem 
from the Lockridge murder, but whatever their origin, steady, 
efficient Angela makes sure no detail is overlooked.

Viets’ fans should enjoy her latest corpse-filled outing.

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

DESTROYER OF LIGHT 
Brissett, Jennifer Marie
Tor (304 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-250-26865-5  

The myth of Hades’ abduction 
of Persephone, Demeter’s daughter, 
inspires a dark, poetic tale of struggling 
human colonists and ambiguously moti-
vated aliens on a distant planet.

In Brissett’s short novel Elysium 
(2014), overlapping narratives chronicled the invasion of Earth 
by the krestge, hostile and inscrutable multidimensional beings 
who poisoned our world and murdered or mutated most of 
humanity. The survivors embarked on a centurieslong journey 
to the planet Eleusis only to be followed there by the krestge, 
now offering peace. Deidra, genetically modified to encourage 
the growth of kremer, a protein-loaded grain vital to the set-
tlers, loses her daughter, Cora, to the marauding rebel army of 
Dr. Aidoneus Okoni. Okoni vehemently distrusts the krestge’s 
intentions and plans to weaponize the girl’s unique power to 
shift into another dimension against them. Years later, Cora 
(renamed Stefonie and now unhappily married to Okoni) is 

unexpectedly let loose in the city of Oros to carry out the final 
phase of his plan. Will Stefonie remain faithful to the myste-
rious orders given by her abusive, unstable husband, or will 
she make a break for freedom? Is going home even possible for 
her? Meanwhile, twin investigators bound by a strong psychic 
link search for a missing boy whose parents—one human, one 
krestge—are clearly not saying all they know about his disap-
pearance. Skipping back and forth across the timeline of the 
story, Brissett uses the alien setting to explore contemporary 
issues, including racism (the gifted are feared and despised; 
some attempt to “pass” by obscuring the glowing irises that 
indicate their psychic talents), the complexities of allyship, and 
the trauma experienced by child soldiers. The author’s updated 
take on a classic myth is both clever and entertaining, particu-
larly in her placement of Hecate, goddess of the crossroads, as 
the sentient interface to the Lattice, the planetary internet and 
defensive grid, and her characterization of the Hermes-analog 
as a shuttle pilot named Freddie (as in Mercury).

Richly developed and profound, able to serve both as a 
stand-alone and a surprising follow-up to the previous work.

A SPINDLE SPLINTERED
Harrow, Alix E. 
Tordotcom (128 pp.) 
$15.49  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-76535-2  

A modern Sleeping Beauty deter-
mined to rewrite her story finds purpose 
in her life’s curse.

Harrow’s version of the sleeping 
princess is from Ohio. She’s not actu-
ally Sleeping Beauty, but she considers 
herself a kindred spirit of sorts. “It was 

my own shitty story made mythic and grand and beautiful. A 
princess cursed at birth. A sleep that never ends. A dying girl 
who refused to die.” But Zin’s curse is a bit more permanent. She 
has a disease called Generalized Roseville Malady and no one 
with it has lived to see the age of 22. Zin has just turned 21, and 
not even a Sleeping Beauty–themed party thrown by her best 
friend, Charm, can distract her from impending eternal sleep. 
That is, until she pricks her finger on the needle of the party-
decor spinning wheel and is thrown into a parallel reality with a 
more standard-model Sleeping Beauty named Primrose. Given 
that Zin has found herself in a strange place lacking modern 
medicine, you’d think she’d be quick to get home. But not so—
despite pleas from Charm over many texts which are inexplica-
bly still received—because Zin has just found a purpose beyond 
waiting for her last breath: “I’ve fallen out of my own story and 
into one that might have a happy ending.” Zin’s arrival in Prim’s 
world prevented Prim from pricking herself on her spinning 
wheel, and if her curse can be altered, what about Zin’s? The 
one-dimensional world of Prim’s Disney-like universe sets the 
tone for a rather one-dimensional quest to alter fate, but themes 
of female friendship, female strength, and female independence 
leave good feels behind, not to mention some laugh-out-loud 
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bits. The short length, brisk pace, and pop-culture references 
definitely make this young-adult friendly, though anyone who 
enjoys a sarcastic first-person narrator can take this for a spin.

This fairy tale–superhero movie mashup is pure 
entertainment.

THE BRIDES 
OF MARACOOR 
Maguire, Gregory
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-309396-6  

A mysterious young woman washes 
up on the shore of a secluded island in 
the first of a new trilogy from Wicked 
author Maguire.

There are always seven Brides of 
Maracoor, no more, no less. They live their entire lives in seclu-
sion on their island, Maracoor Spot, where every day they go 
down to the water and weave their nets, a ritual that divides time 
into the well-ordered daily segments that allow civilization to 
function. Each year the Minor Adjutant, currently a bureaucrat 
named Lucikles, arrives from the mainland nation of Maracoor 
Abiding to check on the brides and bring them a replacement 
baby girl if one of their number has died. But one day, a young 
woman with green skin washes up on their shores, her arm flung 
around a goose and her hand clutching a raggedy broom. Rain, 
the green girl, can’t remember much of anything about her life 
before she washed up on the beach, leaving the brides to discuss 
among themselves what to do with her. Maguire’s longtime fans 
will remember Rain from Out of Oz (2011), but even newcomers 
will instantly connect the dots between her green skin and her 
broom, and if that’s not enough there are those odd rumors of 
flying monkeys looking for a green girl. Maguire is setting up for 
a spinoff trilogy here, and the obviousness of Rain’s origins for 
readers new and old alike allows him to spend more time fully 
creating the world of Maracoor Abiding with wonderful atten-
tion to detail. Sketching out just enough about Rain to build 
momentum for Book 2, this first installment does excellent 
character work with the people around her, particularly with 
regard to the power struggles among the brides on their strange 
island, with their strange task of weaving time. The larger world 
of Maracoor Abiding, with its priestesslike brides, mysterious 
artifacts, and its own systems of magic, myth, and politics, has 
echoes of Greek mythology and looks to be fertile ground as a 
setting for more books.

An expertly crafted introduction to a new series of magic 
and adventure.

OATHS OF LEGACY
Skrutskie, Emily
Del Rey (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-593-12892-3 

In this sequel to Bonds of Brass (2020), 
Gal wrestles with his love for Ettian, the 
boy who took on an empire to save him, 
and his new role as Ettian’s prisoner.

Narrated by Gal from his gilded cage 
on Archon’s capital planet, and then from 
inside Archon’s dreadnought flagship in 

the middle of a war with his mother’s empire, the Umber blo-
odright heir has no idea how to feel about anything. He blames 
his former roommate and lover for his imprisonment. Then 
again, Ettian saved his life by taking his throne. But Ettian lied! 
But so did Gal….All Gal really knows is he’s currently Ettian’s 
human shield and the best hope the young emperor has of stay-
ing alive once Gal’s mother brings the full fury of the Umber 
fleet down on Ettian’s newly crowned head. Meanwhile, Gal’s 
schemes to regain freedom and his own crown dig him deeper 
into danger when Ettian takes his advice and goes to the front, 
dragging Gal and their friend Wen—who is known as Archon’s 
new Flame Knight—with him. Gal soon realizes that if he 
wants to keep his and Wen’s heads away from Archon general 
Iral’s ax, Ettian needs to remain in power. And Gal, with all his 
training and knowledge of true empire, is Ettian’s best chance. 
With so many outcomes leading to death for one or all of them, 
Gal walks a fine line threaded with panic, post-traumatic stress, 
and lessons in controlling what you can instead of obsessing 
over what you can’t. Skrutskie strives for a fresh look at the 
lover-to-hater-and-back-again trope, taking quite a few unex-
pected detours among her diverse and sprawling worlds. This 
installment maintains quite a slow burn between all the recaps 
of the first volume and the necessarily slow machinations of a 
war in space fought with mileslong ships, but the last third of 
the book does return to the fast-paced, intimate action many 
readers came to love in Bonds of Brass. Above all, it’s a character 
study of Gal, whose struggle with panic attacks and PTSD are 
very real and well done, though he’s often hard to like when he’s 
being a selfish, obtuse know-it-all.

Readers of the Bloodright Trilogy will enjoy this second 
installment, despite its leisurely pace, and they’ll be left eager 
for Book 3.

“A mysterious young woman washes
up on the shore of a secluded island.”

the brides of maracoor
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FAR FROM THE LIGHT OF 
HEAVEN
Thompson, Tade
Orbit (400 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-759-55791-8  

A seemingly routine interstellar mis-
sion goes terribly wrong—of course.

Michelle “Shell” Campion, first mate 
on the ship Ragtime, expects to take a 
fairly nominal role in the journey to the 

planetary colony of Bloodroot; after all, the ship’s AI will han-
dle everything. But she wakes from 10 years of cold sleep at the 
end of her journey to discover the AI stripped of its higher func-
tions and 31 of the slumbering passengers murdered and dis-
membered by the service bots. Her mayday call is answered by 
Rasheed Fin, a disgraced investigator from Bloodroot, and his 
Artificial partner, Salvo, who wonder if Shell herself might be 
the guilty party. Certainly, the killer still appears to be onboard 
and is continuing to sabotage the ship’s systems. Aided by the 
investigative team and a more recently arrived duo—Lawrence 
Biz, a retired astronaut, old friend of Shell’s family, and gov-
ernor of neighboring space station Lagos, and his half-human 
daughter, Joké—they must somehow find the murderous sabo-
teur, secure the ship, and ensure the safe arrival of the surviving 
colonists. Although the story bears some elements of a locked-
room mystery, Agatha Christie fans will be disappointed: The 
author doesn’t provide readers with sufficient clues to solve the 
crime, instead preferring to provide the majority of the revela-
tions midway through the book. As such, the novel is less of a 
puzzle and more of a genuinely exciting race against time with 
some mystery elements, a thriller/horror-aboard-a-spaceship in 
the vein of Greg Bear’s Hull Zero Three, Sean Danker’s Admiral, 
and, of course, the classic film Alien. Thompson also has some 
sharp and relevant things to say about technocrats with less 
than savory sources for their wealth who engage in messy per-
sonal relationships, enjoy showy toys, and try to buy themselves 
out of trouble. Considerably less drenched in the hallucinatory 
than Thompson’s Wormwood trilogy, the story does veer unex-
pectedly toward the supernatural at the end, giving it an open-
ended feel. Other aspects of the plot could use more fleshing 
out. Given Thompson’s penchant for series, might subsequent 
books be expected?

Gripping and bloody as a beating heart but with a strong 
need for follow up.

WITCH PLEASE
Aguirre, Ann
Sourcebooks Casablanca (368 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-72824-016-9  

A bisexual pastry chef who’s a virgin 
at 32 finds happily-ever-after with a witch 
who uses her magical powers to repair 
toaster ovens and other small appliances.

Not all American witches live in 
Salem, Massachusetts. Four hundred 

years ago, a pragmatic bunch moved west to Illinois to avoid 
execution and live polite Midwestern lives among the “mun-
danes,” Aguirre’s term for muggles. Danica Waterhouse, a mod-
ern-day descendant, co-owns a repair shop called Fix-It Witches, 
where she and her cousin Clementine use their technomancer 
powers to repair malfunctioning machines. She and Clem have 
made a pact to always stick together and never be sidetracked 
by love; their ultraconservative grandmother has told them that 
if they ever marry a mundane, they’ll lose their magical pow-
ers, and the pool of genetically correct male witches (found 
on Bindr, the witchy version of Tindr) is thin on the ground. 
Danica and Clem plan to have children with magic sperm from 
the “witch-only sperm bank” and find family with the wonder-
ful members of their coven (aka their book club). Then into her 
shop walks Titus Winnaker, owner of Sugar Daddy’s bake shop, 
for help repairing a broken oven. Titus has been unnaturally 
unlucky in love (hint, hint); his last girlfriend married a biolo-
gist studying puffins in Iceland. Danica and Titus are jolted 
by the strength of their mutual attraction but also fearful: he 
because he might screw up another relationship and never, ever 
have sex, she because she’s been taught that witch-mundane 
marriages are forbidden. Aguirre keeps the tone light and fun, 
punctuated by passionately detailed sex. (After mutual orgasms: 

“ ‘I should have told you before,’ he said breathlessly. ‘My [STD] 
test results, I have them.’ ”) The family, the friends, and even 
the tough witch hunter (more in the next volume about him) 
check all the rom-com boxes. Though the resolution of the fam-
ily issues is predictable and a bit tedious, it’s fun to know that 
witches can handle their birth control magically.

Light paranormal fare that takes care to be tolerant and 
kind.
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THE INN ON 
SWEETBRIAR LANE
Chin, Jeannie 
Forever (352 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5387-5361-3  

A prickly veteran and a sweet bed-
and-breakfast owner butt heads in this 
small-town contemporary romance debut.

Sweetbriar Inn has been in June Wu’s 
family for generations, but with tourism 

dwindling in Blue Cedar Falls, North Carolina, she’s desperate 
to keep her guests happy. Her mother’s medical bills are piling 
up and money is tight. When a string of noise complaints come 
in, she discovers that Main Street has a new addition. Clay Haw-
thorne is keeping his late friend Bug’s dream alive. While in the 
Army, they would always talk about how Bug wanted to open a 
bar in his hometown. With Bug now gone, Clay is determined 
to carry out their plans, though he already carries with him a 
rather large chip on his shoulder about the townspeople. He dis-
misses June and the other residents as busybodies, and soon he’s 
caught up in red tape involving liquor licenses and the local busi-
ness association. Some see Clay as an outsider in their close-knit 
town, though there are a few—including June—who think Blue 
Cedar Falls could use a bit of shaking up. As in most small-town 
romances, there’s a full cast of characters, from nosy neighbors to 
perky bakers, making the setting feel alive and truly lived in. The 
romance itself is the weakest part of the book, as Clay quickly 
turns from grumpy to downright rude. He outright refuses June’s 
request to compromise on his construction hours even after she 
graciously lends him a ladder and brings him pie. His default 
reaction is to push people away by being unkind, and while his 
baggage may be understandable, the way he frequently jumps to 
conclusions about his fellow townspeople makes his redemption 
an uphill battle. He certainly doesn’t seem fully apologetic by the 
end, marring what could have been a charming and emotionally 
complex romance. June, though, is an utter delight, and Clay 
never reaches the point of deserving her.

A middling debut with a heroine who deserves better.

JUST HAVEN’T MET 
YOU YET 
Cousens, Sophie 
Putnam (384 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-33152-1  

A woman travels to the Channel 
Islands to chase down the story behind 
her parents’ epic romance only to get 
involved in a complicated love story of 
her own.

When it comes to romance, Laura knows what she wants: 
a sweeping, fated love story like the one her parents had. 
Although her father died when she was young and her mother 

passed away two years ago, she impulsively pitches a story about 
their romance to her hard-to-please editor at a lifestyle maga-
zine and gets the go-ahead to travel to Jersey and write about 
the ultimate feel-good meet-cute. But upon arriving, Laura 
ends up accidentally taking someone else’s black suitcase off 
the luggage carousel. It might be a disaster…or it might be fate, 
given that the suitcase contains a copy of Laura’s favorite book 
and sheet music for songs by her favorite artist (Phil Collins is 
an unusual pick for someone in their 20s, but he was Laura’s 
dad’s favorite). Maybe the owner of the suitcase is actually her 
dream man, and maybe this is the real story. But Hot Suitcase 
Man proves hard to track down, and Laura finds herself spend-
ing most of her time with Ted, the gruff cabbie who drives her 
around the island. Even though she initially nicknames him 
Beardy McCastaway, he seems more interesting (and attractive) 
as time goes on. And when she ends up getting to know his fam-
ily (including his delightful father, Gerry, who has Parkinson’s 
disease), she feels instantly at ease. Laura must decide what 
kind of love story she’s really looking for—one that’s written 
in the stars or one that’s right in front of her. Cousens creates a 
world full of lovable characters who are all trying their best to 
be happy despite life’s many obstacles. Laura’s quest to find out 
more about her parents is compelling, but Ted’s journey to sort 
out his own life while helping Gerry move into an assisted living 
facility is equally poignant. Although all the characters are deal-
ing with their own hardships, Cousens imbues the entire story 
with an uplifting sense of hope. As Laura’s aunt Monica puts 
it, “Maybe life’s more about carving out happy chapters than 
finding a single happy ending.” The Jersey setting creates a cozy, 
wind-swept background to the deliciously slow-burn romance.

A warm, witty, and absolutely charming seaside holiday 
that’s perfect for fans of Sophie Kinsella.

DUKE, ACTUALLY
Holiday, Jenny
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-06-295208-0  

An unlikely friendship between a 
European aristocrat and an American 
turns into love.

English professor Dani Martinez 
hasn’t had the best year. She caught her 
husband in bed with one of his former 

students, and although the mediation process is complete, her 
husband is refusing to sign the divorce papers. Normally, she’d 
confide all these problems to her best friend, Leo, but he moved 
halfway around the world after falling in love with a princess 
from Eldovia. Dani will be the best woman at Leo’s royal wed-
ding, which places her in the orbit of man of honor Maximil-
lian von Hansburg, an Eldovian baron who will one day inherit 
a dukedom. One morning she gets an out-of-the-blue text from 
Max, who’s in New York and suggests they meet to compare 
notes on the upcoming wedding. Max enjoys being with Dani, 
one of the only people who treats him like a normal person 

“A warm, witty, and absolutely charming seaside holiday.”
just haven’t met you yet
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instead of a shallow playboy. When she impulsively asks him 
to be her plus one at a dreaded faculty Christmas party where 
she’ll have to see her soon-to-be-ex-husband, Max agrees and a 
friendship is born. Holiday’s knack for writing witty banter is 
on full display here, with Dani and Max’s escalating text mes-
sages and phone conversations showing a deepening friendship 
between them. Dani helps Max learn to find a purpose for him-
self, and he encourages her to take control of her own life. This 
slow-burn romance will appeal to readers who enjoy the friends-
to-lovers trope. The novel carefully builds trust and a deepening 
emotional attachment between Dani and Max, but the develop-
ment and arc of their romantic relationship is rushed.

A well-drawn portrait of friendship leaves little time for 
romance.

ONE CHRISTMAS WISH
Jackson, Brenda
HQN (336 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-335-20198-0  

An exonerated Wall Streeter returns 
to his Louisiana hometown for a sec-
ond chance at life and the possibility 
of romance with a newly divorced cafe 
owner.

Vaughn Miller is trying to get his 
career back on track after a wrongful conviction left him serving 
two years in jail for a white-collar crime he didn’t commit. Going 
back to his hometown of Catalina Cove is the first step in trying 
to start his life over, but encountering beautiful divorcée Sierra 
Crane upends his world in a way he never could have expected. 
As far as a romantic relationship is concerned, however, Sierra 
is feeling particularly reluctant to venture into anything serious 
after her ex-husband’s lies and infidelity shattered her trust. Try-
ing to keep the situation with Vaughn casual proves to be harder 
than Sierra though, though, and she can’t resist her attraction 
to him, let alone ignore his persistence in trying to prove that 
he’s worthy of her heart. Meanwhile, Sierra’s ex has a plan of his 
own to get her back, and it could prove threatening to not only 
her burgeoning romance, but the newest member of her family: 
her goddaughter. The small-town setting of Jackson’s Catalina 
Cove series provides a soothing backdrop here for a storyline 
that fluctuates in drama and intensity. Although the book takes 
place around Christmas, the seasonal element frequently feels 
like an afterthought—and the titular wish seems like window 
dressing grafted onto a story already stacked high with charac-
ters and side plots. The low-angst romance will be a comfort to 
readers in search of an easy read this fall even if the final twist 
is fairly predictable. 

A small-town Christmas romance that focuses more on 
the community than on the holiday season.

HOW TO MARRY KEANU 
REEVES IN 90 DAYS
Jackson, K.M. 
Forever (336 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5387-0350-2  

Friends become lovers after years 
of friendzoning each other in this part–
road trip, part-sitcom romance.

Bethany Lu is an artist in her 40s 
who’s beginning to make a name for her-

self. Nice guy Truman Erickson is an economics professor she’s 
known for decades. They live in the same New York City build-
ing, belonging to Bethany’s wealthy money-manager father, 
and they’re also tied together by memories of Cole, her dead 
brother, who was Truman’s best friend. Her high school BFF 
Dawn is convinced Tru and Bethany, who goes by Lu, belong 
together. But Lu can’t handle the idea of risking her safe friend-
ship with him, treating him with bossy familiarity. Tru has his 
own guilt about Cole’s passing, which has made him wary of 
expressing his romantic feelings for Lu. So when Lu sees the 
news that Keanu Reeves, her celebrity crush, is getting married 
and decides to track him down to change his mind, Tru offers to 
help though he’s exasperated with her obsession. On their trips 
around New York and to other parts of the country, they finally 
end up in bed, but they still manage to avoid even the most basic 
communication. As the novel is told in the first person from 
both characters’ points of view, we know they both feel more 
than they show, but instead of making us root for them, these 
glimpses into their thoughts raise doubts about their potential 
for adult intimacy. Jackson aims for a lighthearted road-movie 
feel, but the pacing and tone are uneven, zipping from episodes 
of zaniness to immature tiffs and self-recrimination. The fanfic-
based Reeves odyssey never recedes to the background, so a 
quirky device meant to create forced proximity between the 
lovers competes with the actual relationship.

The interestingly prickly heroine’s identity quest seems 
shoehorned into a romance with her caretaker friend.

A CERTAIN APPEAL
King, Vanessa
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-33071-5  

Pride and Prejudice...if the heroine 
wore pasties.

Elizabeth Bennet is a self-proclaimed 
woman of many names—Bennet to 
friends, Lizard to family, Liz at her day job, 
and Kitten when she moonlights. Bennet 

spends her weekdays as an executive assistant at a startup and 
her weekends “kittening” for a burlesque show at Meryton, a 
Tribeca club. Bennet’s duties involve picking up discarded 
undies and other scanty regalia after the performances of her 
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co-workers, including her BFF Jane Okogu, the aerialists Ginn 
and Tonic, and Renaissance woman Ming DyNasty. When 
handsome and aloof patron Will Darcy catches Bennet’s eye, 
she foresees a more interesting end to her night than expected. 
That is, until she overhears him damningly describe her as 

“thoroughly tolerable.” As it turns out, Darcy’s friend Charles 
Bingley—Jane’s new love interest—and Meryton manager 
Andrea are trying to buy the property, and Bennet must move 
past the trauma that ended her previous career as an interior 
designer and follow her dreams: “Now Andrea is buying the 
building. And renovating....A thrill dances up my spine at the 
prospect....Meryton has facilitated so much good in my life; 
the least I can do is contribute to this new chapter of its story.” 
As Bennet works to overcome her insecurities, she must also 
contend with the arrival of the witty, if poorly dressed, George 
Wickham, whose questionable motives and troubled past with 
Darcy are slowly revealed. While King’s attempts at Austen-ian 
repartee feel largely superfluous to her otherwise deft and fun 
storytelling, this is nonetheless an original take on the source 
material, filled with three-dimensional characters.

A jaunty and sexy twist on a classic.

A HOLLY JOLLY DIWALI
Lalli, Sonya
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593100-95-0  

A Seattle woman finds herself on the 
journey of a lifetime.

Niki Randhawa has always tried to 
be a good daughter to her immigrant par-
ents. She studied computer science and 
took a safe job as a data analyst rather 

than pursuing her passion for music. She’s 29 and living at home 
to save money, but her parents suspect that she’s stuck in a rut 
and even offer to play matchmaker in a gambit to push her into 
dating. After she’s laid off due to budget cuts, Niki decides to 
stop playing it safe. She books a whirlwind trip to Mumbai for 
her best friend’s wedding and plans to travel afterward to Pun-
jab to visit distant relatives. Even though her parents were both 
born in India, they were never able to take Niki or her sister 
there because of financial constraints. Sharp, observational 
prose highlights Niki’s attempts to reckon with her own stereo-
types and internalized prejudices about India. At the wedding 
festivities, Niki meets London-based musician Sam Mukherji. 
He’s struggling with the weight of familial expectations and 
the dissolution of his band. They’re attracted to each other, but 
Niki knows that, since they live on different continents, a vaca-
tion fling is more realistic than a long-term relationship. Their 
romance is gentle, sweet, and underdeveloped. Lalli focuses on 
Niki’s journey to find herself, which means learning more about 
her culture, reevaluating her career, and deciding to please her-
self instead of her family.

A warm, low-stakes story about the power of love and fam-
ily obligations.

DONUT FALL IN LOVE
Lau, Jackie
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593334-30-0  

An up-an-coming actor and a bake-
shop owner find love in Toronto.

Ryan Kwok is back home under 
less than stellar circumstances. He’s 
just finished the press tour for his latest 
film, the rom-com That Kind of Wedding, 

and his abs have gotten more positive reviews than the movie. 
His mother died four months ago, in the middle of his sister’s 
pregnancy with her first child, and his relationship with his 
emotionally distant father is strained at best. Ryan is on a walk 
through downtown Toronto when he passes Kensington Bake 
Shop, reminding him of an afternoon he spent attempting to 
bake with his mom. Instead of the sweet treat he bargained for 
when he popped inside, Ryan accidentally knocks over a tray 
of special matcha tiramisu donuts, inviting the ire of owner 
Lindsay McLeod. It’s not the best first impression, but soon 
after, when Ryan is asked to participate in a celebrity episode 
of the TV show Baking Fail, he can’t think of anyone better to 
ask for lessons. Lindsay’s life is also in flux. She loves her bak-
ery and working with her best friend, Noreen. But seven years 
after Lindsay’s father’s death, her mom has started dating again, 
Noreen is newly married, and Lindsay is living in an apartment 
she doesn’t own with a roommate she’s barely spoken to. She 
feels like everyone is moving on without her, but teaching Ryan 
seems like an interesting step forward. As they grow closer over 
chocolate ganache, they’ll have to figure out if their romance 
can survive their insecurities and past traumas. While the con-
nection between Ryan and Lindsay takes center stage, author 
Lau tackles big issues—Asian representation in media, male 
body image, grief, postpartum depression, complicated family 
dynamics—with skill and heart.

A warm treat with just enough spice and complexity to 
temper the sweetness.

THE PERKS OF LOVING 
A WALLFLOWER 
Ridley, Erica
Forever (368 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-5387-1954-1  

Coming from different classes and 
being the same sex doesn’t stop Philippa 
and Tommy from falling in love in this 
hijinx-filled Regency romp.

Miss Philippa York’s mother is deter-
mined to find a titled man for her daughter to wed. Philippa 
would rather focus on conducting her reading circle of blue-
stocking women, one of whom wants proper acknowledgment 
for creating a wartime cipher that her uncle stole credit for. 
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“Sapphic bliss.”
the perks of loving a wallflower
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Thomasina Wynchester and her siblings may not be Polite Soci-
ety, but their various skills make them the perfect team to help 
seek justice in this case, which becomes far more complex, as 
secrets are found hidden inside illuminated manuscripts. Little 
does Philippa know, but Tommy has been enraptured with her 
for a year without finding the courage to approach her. A master 
of disguises, Tommy finally finds confidence when disguised as 
the charming, flirtatious, fictitious Baron Vanderbean. Philippa 
is delighted when Tommy reveals her true identity, but as their 
friendship develops into romantic yearnings, she’s torn between 
society’s expectations and her own desires. Funny and sexy, this 
second installment of the Wild Wynchesters series showcases 
the empowerment that comes when people find total accep-
tance from their families, lovers, and themselves. The lead 
characters’ identities are realistically nuanced: Philippa has 
never been interested in men but hadn’t found herself sexually 
attracted to women before Tommy ignited her passion. Tommy 
only desires women, but her own gender is more fluid, feeling 
sometimes feminine and sometimes masculine. They are both 
caring, smart, and lovable, which makes their relationship jour-
ney completely enchanting.

Sapphic bliss.

PRETTY LITTLE LION 
Snyder, Suleikha
Sourcebooks Casablanca (312 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-72821-500-6 

A dangerously alluring influencer’s 
life philosophy is torn to shreds when a 
lion shifter claws his way into her heart.

Elijah co-founded Third Shift after 
the events of the Darkest Day, when 
the covert existence of supernaturals 

became public knowledge and their peaceful co-existence 
with humans was irreparably harmed. As part of his latest 
mission for the secret organization, Elijah hopes to topple 
global terrorist and arms dealer Mirko Aston by way of his 
gorgeous girlfriend, Meghna Saxena-Saunders. But Meghna 
is an extremely skilled apsara assassin with a mission of her 
own. Although her beauty is supernatural, she does not need 
any special powers to charm Elijah. He in turn tempts Meghna 
to abandon her policy of avoiding attachments with men. But 
when their mutual entanglement jeopardizes both their mis-
sions, Elijah and Meghna must join forces to salvage the situ-
ation. The second installment in Snyder’s Third Shift series, 
following Big Bad Wolf (2021), is darker and bloodier than the 
first. Elijah and Meghna’s instant sexual chemistry catalyzes 
some engaging moments, but as Third Shift’s fight against a 
corrupt and unjust world gathers steam, romance gets inadver-
tently pushed to the back burner. Instead, the predicaments 
of a diverse set of engaging secondary characters occupy cen-
ter stage, serving to underline the stakes of the protagonists’ 
battles. Snyder tugs at several threads from Hindu mythol-
ogy, with a keen awareness of gender and caste politics, and 

draws intelligent parallels between mythical creatures and the 
mythos associated with women in current times. A relentless 
focus on the battle of good versus evil mostly eclipses com-
plexities and nuances, but Snyder manages to occasionally 
tease out and address some gray areas.

Love comes in many shapes and forms in this supernatural 
romance.

MEET ME IN LONDON
Toffolo, Georgia
HQN (384 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-335-45997-8  

A fake relationship between a wealthy 
department store owner and an inventive 
clothing designer kicks off this charming 
holiday romance.

Oliver Russell is a family-oriented 
man, which is why he feels such pres-

sure to bring a date home for the holidays. Not only would it 
appease his mother, who wants her only child to get married 
and produce offspring, but his father is sick and would like to 
see him settled. Victoria Scott is a passionate fashion designer 
with an eye for vintage styles, but it doesn’t quite pay the bills. 
For now, her designs are mainly sold online or through friends. 
That’s why Oliver first meets her working as a bar manager to 
make ends meet while teaching fashion design to underprivi-
leged students. Despite making a disastrous first impression on 
each other, they soon realize there’s mutual benefit to be had. 
Oliver is helping his cousin rehab the family’s grand department 
store. He needs a tie to the community as a show of good faith 
and a stand-in girlfriend for opening day. In return, he promises 
that Victoria can host her students’ runway show and showcase 
her own designs during the celebration. Readers who love a 
tantalizing slow burn will very much enjoy the pining between 
Ollie and Victoria. Their well-paced and tender romance feels 
organic and natural amid the delightful excitement of the 
upcoming Christmas season. While it’s easy to sink into this 
wintry fantasy, both Ollie and Victoria have baggage that some-
times slows the momentum. At 32, Ollie still feels beholden to 
his family, letting them goad him into emotional situations he 
doesn’t quite want. Meanwhile, Victoria’s fear of relationships 
comes from an earlier accident that left her unable to bear chil-
dren. She frequently questions her own womanhood as it relates 
to pregnancy and often feels less-than when looking for poten-
tial romantic partners, a plotline readers should be aware of.

A cute holiday romance with a keen eye for beloved tropes.



nonfiction
REDEEMING JUSTICE
From Defendant to Defender, 
My Fight for Equity on Both 
Sides of a Broken System
Adams, Jarrett
Convergent/Crown (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-593-13781-9  

Attorney Adams recounts his case of 
racist-driven injustice, a decade of hard 
time, and the long road to a new life.

This is a story about being wrongly accused of a crime 
because the alleged perpetrator was Black. In 1998, the author, 
then 18, was convicted of rape. Being Black and on trial was one 
strike, and then there were two more: Adams believed the truth 
would prevail (sadly, not the case), and his court-appointed 
lawyer got paid by the number of cases he closed, thus assur-
ing little digging in the case. The author was sentenced to 28 
years behind bars, going to some of the harshest prisons in the 
country, where he spent years in solitary confinement. Adams 
brings to his story flinch-making detail, evoking a fever dream 
of fear and confusion. In his cast of prison characters, there are 
both those who dehumanize and the ones who help you make 
it through. For his safety and sanity, Adams found work in the 
prison legal library, and in something straight out of Shawshank 
Redemption, he became the in-house legal adviser to those who 
were unjustly incarcerated, given poor legal counsel, and writ-
ten up with phony disciplinary tickets. It is a remarkable tale of 
chance, circumstance, mind-boggling dedication, racism, sur-
vival, faith (“I go first because I look for any reason to get out of 
my cell. Then I realize I’m going to church because I feel emo-
tionally and physically safe”), and admirable forbearance. There 
is rarely a minute when readers will not want to know what 
comes next, from prison to lawyering and fighting for not aspi-
rational but equal justice, to how Adams handles each instance 
of anger, anxiety, guilt, and willpower in and out of prison.

A consuming tale of a broken legal system, its trail of ruin, 
and the fortitude needed to overcome its scarring.
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Mariner Books (320 pp.)
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-358-57431-6
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JULIAN ASSANGE IN HIS 
OWN WORDS
Assange, Julian
Ed. by Sharpe, Karen
OR Books (192 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-68219-263-4  

A collection of thoughts from the 
self-styled champion of free expression.

Clinton or Trump? Says Assange, 
holed up in the Ecuadorian Embassy in 

London at the time, “Well, you’re asking me, do I prefer cholera 
or gonorrhea?” It’s a characteristically inapt comparison. The rea-
son Assange took refuge in the Ecuadorian Embassy in the first 
place was to escape extradition to Sweden to face charges of rape 
(later dropped), which makes his musings on “the ideal man” a 
touch suspect: “It’s someone who has the courage of their convic-
tions, who doesn’t bow to pressure, who doesn’t exploit people 
who are weaker than they are, who acts in an honourable way.” 
Volume editor Sharpe lauds Assange for his courage in performing 
such acts as dumping documents via WikiLeaks concerning the 
Clinton campaign just before the 2016 election. (To be sure, many 
readers will ask, why not the Trump campaign?) Risibly, Sharpe 
also likens Assange to British poet Wilfred Owen, who died in 
World War I after having decried “the old lie” that it is sweet and 
noble to die for one’s country. If hiding behind closed curtains 
is comparable, she may have a point; otherwise, not. Assange’s 
defense of WikiLeaks, which specializes in publishing govern-
ment and corporate documents, as the “rebel library of Alexan-
dria” seems off, too, unless Alexandria has been transported to 
Moscow. (Why no data dumps of Russian secrets? Curious minds 
want to know.) “Truth, ultimately, is all we have,” Assange pro-
nounces, seemingly not pausing to consider whether his truth is 
not a partial thing. But then, even as he prides himself on being a 
courageous journalist, he lauds partiality in another strange com-
parison: “To be completely impartial is to be an idiot. This would 
mean that we would have to treat the dust in the street the same 
as the lives of people who have been killed.”

Pompous and self-lauding: a book for true believers only.

TO RESCUE THE REPUBLIC
Ulysses S. Grant, the Fragile 
Union, and the Crisis of 1876
Baier, Bret with Whitney, Catherine
Custom House/Morrow (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-303954-4  

The latest book of pop history from 
the chief political anchor for Fox News.

The Jan. 6, 2021, insurrection at the 
U.S. Capitol, which Baier witnessed in 

his capacity as a political reporter and anchor, gave new mean-
ing to the turmoil surrounding the 1876 presidential election. 
In this conventional biography of Ulysses S. Grant (1822-1885) 

designed for general readers who have not studied the era, 
the election occupies only 50 pages near the end. A mediocre 
West Point cadet, Grant achieved little glory in the Mexican-
American War, resigned his commission, and struggled to earn 
a living. The beginning of the Civil War found him clerking in a 
leather goods shop and farming. The only West Point graduate 
in the area, he was chosen to lead local units; after six months of 
intense activity against minor Confederate posts and lobbying 
by his congressman, a friend of Lincoln, Grant became a gen-
eral. He turned out to be the most aggressive and imaginative 
Union commander. A national idol after Appomattox in 1865, 
he easily won presidential elections in 1868 and 1872. Recent 
historians have upgraded his performance in office, but Baier 
holds the traditional view that Grant was an honorable man but 
a poor politician surrounded by scoundrels. Scandals occurred 
regularly, and his final months in office were preoccupied by the 
mess following the 1876 election, which saw a closely contested 
battle that the Republican candidate, Rutherford B. Hayes, 
barely won. As in his previous books on FDR, Eisenhower, and 
Reagan, Baier relies heavily on other biographies, including 
Ron Chernow’s superior Grant (2017), and Grant’s own memoirs, 
a straightforward and plainspoken history. Throughout, the 
author can’t resist the use of invented dialogue and conjectures 
of historical figures’ inner thoughts, but he gets the facts right.

Better Grant biographies are not in short supply; readers 
should seek them out instead of this one.

BETWEEN THE LINES
Stories From the 
Underground
Beutter Cohen, Uli
Photos by the author
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-982145-67-5  

What New Yorkers read.
Making an appealing book debut, 

Beutter Cohen, a documentarian and cre-
ator of the Subway Book Review, gathers excerpts from more than 
160 conversations she had while riding every subway line in New 
York City. The subway, she writes, is “the city’s beating heart that 
never stops.” When she noticed someone reading, she became 
an inquiring reporter, asking why they had chosen a particular 
book, eager to learn about them as a reader, and she also took pho-
tos of each person holding their book of choice. Themes of race, 
sexuality, the environment, food, power, history, art, music, home, 
love—and living in New York—emerged as widely diverse readers 
talked about an equally diverse selection of books. “I saw best-
selling novels, experimental poetry collections, self-help books 
brimming with sticky notes, provocative memoirs, and well-loved 
classics,” Beutter Cohen observes. The books mostly fall into the 
category of serious literature, no matter what genre. Nancy Bass 
Wyden, owner of the Strand bookstore, was reading Roxane Gay’s 
Hunger. Beutter Cohen noticed Gay herself at the 23rd Street Sta-
tion in Manhattan, reading Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence, 
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which, Gay says, is a novel she has read at least seven times. Singer/
songwriter Sophie Auster discussed Memories of the Future, by her 
mother, Siri Hustvedt. A reader who identifies as nonbinary chose 
Virginia Woolf ’s Orlando. Some readers Beutter Cohen met are 
immigrants, and their choice of books reflected feelings of exile 
and loss. A young woman from Southern India, living alone because 
her husband was deported, found comfort in Vivian Gornick’s The 
Odd Woman and the City, which spoke to her own loneliness. Qween 
Jean, a self-described “Caribbean goddess,” read Yaa Gyasi’s Home-
going (“hella Black, hella feminine, and hella powerful”). Some read-
ers were transplants from other parts of the country, as is Beutter 
Cohen. “A small town girl from Germany,” she lived on the West 
Coast before moving to New York in 2013. A list of the books men-
tioned is appended.

Delightful encounters with passionate readers.

UNTIL I AM FREE 
Fannie Lou Hamer’s 
Enduring Message to 
America
Blain, Keisha N.
Beacon Press (240 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8070-6150-3  

A celebration of the life of Fannie 
Lou Hamer (1917-1977), a disabled, work-
ing-class, Black civil rights activist whose 

legacy continues to influence the world’s most groundbreaking 
movements for human rights.

Hamer officially joined the civil rights movement in 1962, 
when, at the age of 44, she attended a rally organized by the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in Ruleville, Mis-
sissippi. There, she learned that she had the right to vote, a rev-
elation that inspired her to spend her life organizing for Black 
voting rights. Her work led not only to her imprisonment, but 
also verbal and physical abuse. Although she is best known for 
her electoral work, Hamer’s vision for her people extended far 
beyond the ballot box. Toward the end of her life, Hamer founded 
Freedom Farm, a collective designed to alleviate food and hous-
ing insecurity among poor Black farmers in Mississippi. A prolific 
lecturer and vocal advocate for concrete action, Hamer based her 
theories and practices on her past experiences as a sharecropper. 
Having survived polio, poverty, and an unwanted hysterectomy, 
Hamer was supremely articulate about the ways in which racism, 
classism, and sexism have always devastatingly intersected in 
Black women’s lives. Today, her legacy lives on through individu-
als ranging from Black Lives Matter co-founder Opal Tometi to 
Vice President Kamala Harris. Blain backs up her trenchant anal-
ysis with extensive research and relevant quotes from her subject. 
The scholarly text brims with heart, and the author’s affection for 
Hamer infuses every line. Readers will walk away both informed 
and inspired. Then they should go seek out Kate Clifford Lar-
son’s Walk With Me (2021), a good companion read.

A highly readable, poignant study of the life and influence 
of a civil rights legend.

BAD FAT BLACK GIRL
Notes From a Trap Feminist
Bowen, Sesali
Amistad/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-302870-8  

This colloquial debut weaves memoir 
with cultural studies to illuminate genu-
ine stories of surviving and thriving—
and necessary lessons in between.

“I’m fat,” writes Bowen in the first 
chapter. “Let’s start there.” This frankness sets the tone for the 
book. Framing the text around trap music, “a hip-hop subgenre 
that expresses some of the realities and aspirational views of 
Black folks from the hood,” the author uses specific experi-
ences as points of reference to explain her life’s guiding empow-
erment principle—what she terms “trap feminism.” Before 
she named it, Bowen clarifies, this creed “was written into the 
codes I learned growing up broke, curious, Black, resilient, and 
female in some of the worst parts of Chicago. It’s what I learned 
through fistfights, sex work, queerness, and fatness….It’s still 
how I navigate and make sense of the world.” Throughout, the 
author, the former entertainment editor for Nylon magazine, 
compellingly addresses themes of racism, sexism, body politics, 
anarchy, an unreliable justice system, confidence, money, and 
sexuality, among many others. In differentiating sex work and 
sex trafficking, Bowen shares her account of a man trying to 
pimp her out when she was 14, and she makes a case for decrimi-
nalizing sex work. “My love for trap makes me what Roxane Gay 
would call a ‘bad feminist,’ ” Bowen writes, acknowledging that 
the music is frequently deemed misogynistic. Still, over decades 
of listening to female rappers, the author notes, “I learned to 
prioritize my own desires, ambitions, and pleasures, because 
for all the ways that they might reflect how men talk about us 
in their rhymes, these women are also adding a key piece of 
nuance…women, especially Black women, are inherently valu-
able.” Of trap feminists, she concludes, “We do what we have to 
when we can’t do what we want to.” Bowen’s writing will appeal 
to readers undeterred by profanity who are interested in both 
contemporary hip-hop and feminist autobiographies.

Direct, driven, occasionally dirty, and undeniably fresh.

THE SHATTERING 
America in the 1960s
Boyle, Kevin
Norton (464 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-393-35599-4  

A concise, beautifully written history 
of the “long” 1960s, bringing the most 
important events and developments of 
that tumultuous decade to vivid life.

Boyle, who won the National Book 
Award for Arc of Justice (2004), aims his latest at general readers 

“A brilliantly achieved history of some unusually 
fraught years of American history.”

the shattering



Sept. 11, 2021, marks the 20th anni-
versary of a defining tragedy of the 
century so far. The terrorist attacks 
on the World Trade Center in New 
York and the Pentagon in Washing-
ton, D.C., not only killed nearly 3,000 
people; they also led to the longest-
running war in U.S. history. As we 
commemorate those who were lost 
in the 9/11 attacks, here are four re-
cent books that offer a variety of per-

spectives on what transpired. Taken together, they create 
a heartbreakingly comprehensive portrait of that cata-
strophic day. (The books are listed alphabetically, and all 
quotes come from the Kirkus reviews.)

On That Day: The Definitive 
Timeline of 9/11 by William M. Ar-
kin (PublicAffairs, Aug. 17): “Na-
tional security expert and com-
mentator Arkin works from a 
vast, meticulously assembled, 
million-word dossier he has as-
sembled on the 9/11 attackers 
and from the government record 
to deliver a chronicle that reveals 
several essential institutional 
breakdowns.…[As] Arkin writes 
in this relentlessly revealing nar-
rative, 9/11 ushered in a war that has not stopped since, 
‘evidence of the overreaction of a frustrated and humili-
ated Washington.’ Nothing has improved in the years 
since, and the author clearly shows how the government’s 
failures on 9/11 were only recapitulated with Covid-19 as 
an exercise in feckless action.…A maddening, essential 
study in misinformation, jingoism, bad intelligence, and 
other hallmarks of the recent American past.”

The Only Plane in the Sky: An 
Oral History of 9/11 by Garrett M. 
Graff (Avid Reader Press, 2019): 

“Wrenching, highly personal 
accounts of 9/11 and its after-
math.…[Graff] spent three years 
collecting stories from a wide 
variety of people—survivors, re-
sponders, politicians, witnesses, 
family members—and then as-
sembled the pieces into a coher-
ent and powerful re-creation of 
the attacks on the twin towers, 

the Pentagon, and (perhaps) the Capitol, an attack that 
failed when the passengers aboard Flight 93 fought back, 
their plane crashing in a Pennsylvania field.…Readers 
who emerge dry-eyed from the text should check their 
pulses: Something is wrong with their hearts.”

Ordinary Heroes: A Memoir of 9/11 by Joseph Pfeifer 
(Portfolio, Sept. 7): “A former assistant chief of the New 
York City Fire Department delivers a firsthand account 
of the terrible events of 9/11.…In the aftermath, Pfeifer—
all of whose company survived, even though 343 firefight-
ers, including his brother, would not—analyzed failures 
of communication that kept firefighters and police from 
coordinating their efforts.…‘The heart of crisis leader-
ship is the ability to sustain hope by unifying efforts to 
solve complex problems in the face of great tragedy,’ he 
writes, and this account shows the great strides forward 
that he helped engineer after just such a tragedy.”

Fall and Rise: The Story of 9/11 
by Mitchell Zuckoff (Harper/
HarperCollins, 2019): “Working 
at the Boston Globe as an investi-
gative journalist, Zuckoff spent 
months after 9/11 publishing 
pieces on the tragedy’s victims 
and their families and friends. 
He decided to revisit the per-
sonal sagas so that future genera-
tions of readers will fully under-
stand this watershed moment in 
American history.…The author 
divides the book into three sec-
tions: what happened inside the cabins and cockpits of 
the four hijacked planes; what happened on the ground 
at the twin towers, the Pentagon, and the Pennsylvania 
countryside; and reports on what happened to some of 
the survivors after 9/11.…Despite the story’s sprawling 
cast, which could have sabotaged a book by a less-skilled 
author, Zuckoff ably handles all of the complexities. Even 
readers who might normally balk at reliving 9/11 and its 
aftermath are quite likely to find the accounts of grue-
some deaths, seemingly miraculous survivals, and coura-
geous first responders difficult to set aside for an emo-
tional break.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION | Eric Liebetrau

9/11, 20 Years On

Leah O
verstreet
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intrigued by this pivotal period of U.S. history. However, it’s 
likely that those most affected by the text will be those who 
lived through the period; the author delivers a potent reminder 
of the unremitting, searing crises of those years. Assassinations, 
the Vietnam War, and the Watergate crisis are only the most 
significant. Other incidents and cultural changes weren’t far 
behind in impact: Woodstock, experimentations in drugs and 
sex, sit-ins and teach-ins, protest marches, the Civil Rights and 
Voting Rights laws, the 1968 Democratic Convention, Roe v. 
Wade, the Pentagon Papers, etc. Boyle slights no major figures—
Lyndon Johnson, Abbie Hoffman, the Beatles, Tom Hayden, 
Barry Goldwater, George Wallace, and Richard Nixon get their 
due—while bringing in many lesser-known ones. Admitting to 
necessary selectivity, the author has to pass over many issues 
then just coming to prominence, including Latino and Native 
rights, the women’s movement, and the emerging environmen-
tal crisis. Boyle convincingly, if too subtly, contends that the “old 
order,” though undoubtedly under immense pressure from the 
outside, also “cracked from within.” Boyle is skilled at setting 
events in their particular context, although occasionally, as in 
the throat-clearing opening 60 pages on the years before 1960, 
he overdoes it. What makes the book particularly effective is 
the author’s inclusion of the lives and situations of ordinary 
Americans; Boyle’s memorable character sketches capture the 
hard realities and significant changes that occurred during that 
time. The author is also commendably balanced in his assess-
ments; it’s difficult to discern his partialities. Ultimately, this is 
a standout example of narrative analytical history.

A brilliantly achieved history of some unusually fraught 
years of American history.

IN THE CAMPS
China’s High-Tech Penal 
Colony
Byler, Darren
Columbia Global Reports (150 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-7359136-2-9  

A professor of international stud-
ies offers more chilling evidence of the 

“smart” camps in northwestern China, 
designed to restrict, punish, and ulti-

mately exterminate the Indigenous population.
Byler, who managed to visit the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-

mous Region under strict surveillance and has friends who were 
“disappeared,” draws on dozens of interviews with Kazakh, 
Uyghur, and Hui former detainees, camp workers, and system 
technicians to tell their horrific stories. The author first grounds 
readers in an evenhanded history of the region, noting the rela-
tive autonomy that the Uyghurs used to enjoy in the south; 
this began to change in the 1990s as China shifted toward an 
export-driven market economy. The Uyghurs, who are Muslim, 
protested the unequal economic system, and their unrest was 
marked as “terrorism” by the Han authorities. Byler draws on 
extensive ethnographic research in Xinjiang and Kazakhstan 

between 2011 and 2020, revealing that Chinese authorities have 
placed as many as 1.5 million Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and Hui into 
a system of “reeducation” camps since 2017. One young stu-
dent from the University of Washington tried to visit her fam-
ily in China and endured months of dehumanizing treatment. 
An Uzbek teacher of Chinese was enlisted to teach groups of 
the “uneducated,” though she quickly realized that they were 
Muslim like her and imprisoned for no reason other than their 
religion. She spoke of feeling “two-faced” at having to play 
both roles at the same time and laments the toll it took on her 
health—as it did other of Byler’s subjects. American firms are 
complicit: The author emphasizes that the technology used in 

“smart” surveillance systems used to contain and transform Mus-
lim populations in northwest China are gleaned from Silicon 
Valley face-recognition tools perfected and exported by com-
panies like Megvii, with deep connections to Microsoft, taking 
these systems of control to new levels of scale and intensity.

A book full of harrowing revelations of systematic injus-
tice in China and the disturbing involvement of its foreign 
enablers.
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“A book full of harrowing revelations of systematic injustice in 
China and the disturbing involvement of its foreign enablers.”

in the camps
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THE CASE FOR RAGE
Why Anger Is Essential to 
Anti-Racist Struggle
Cherry, Myisha
Oxford Univ.  (224 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-19-755734-1  

A philosophical manifesto defending 
anger as an effective instrument of pro-
test against racism and oppression.

“I do not remember my first kiss. I do 
not remember the first book I ever read. I do remember the first 
time I was angry. And it was at racism.” So writes philosophy 
professor Cherry, recounting the day a classmate deployed the 
N-word against her for the first time. Her anger has not abated 
in the years since, even as manifestations of White supremacy 
proliferate. But what is one to do with that anger, even as well-
meaning allies counsel people of color to respond with polite, 
calm counterargument? “Anger can be a force for good on the 

battlefield for justice,” writes the author. “We must remember 
this in the face of urges to abolish it altogether.” While one phi-
losopher with whom she takes particular issue, Martha Nuss-
baum, calls anger “a bad strategy and a fatally flawed response,” 
Cherry unpacks Martin Luther King Jr.’s celebrated “Letter 
From Birmingham Jail” as a foundational document in what she 
calls “Lordean rage,” after the iconic poet and activist Audre 
Lorde. This Lordean rage ranks favorably in a typology of anger 
that she constructs, such as “wipe rage,” the wrath of the Char-
lottesville White supremacist marchers and their targeting 
of non-White and non-Christian others. Such rage, as well as 
the rage of narcissism, is the fevered, useless tool of the enemy, 
whereas “Lordean rage is a kind that is well suited to maintain 
itself just as it is, without needing to get out of the way so that 

‘better’ emotions can get to work.” Although her argument is 
often repetitive, Cherry effectively shows that anger can be a 
positive force in organizing resistance and keeping the pressure 
on perpetrators of racism, sexism, and other societal ills.

A well-reasoned case for not holding one’s tongue in the 
presence of injustice.

HER HONOR
My Life on the Bench...What 
Works, What’s Broken, and 
How To Change It
Cordell, LaDoris Hazzard
Celadon Books (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-26960-7  

A retired California trial judge looks 
back over her two-decade career.

When former California Gov. Jerry 
Brown appointed Cordell to the Santa Clara County Municipal 
Court in 1982, she became “the first African American woman 
judge in all northern California.” Cordell accepted eagerly, 
knowing from past experience as a judge pro tem that she liked 

“being in charge” but not fully understanding how judging was 
“not for the faint of heart.” The author divides the book—which 
delves not only into her in-court experiences, but also specific 
cases and American judicial history—into four sections. In 
the first, Cordell details her experiences adjudicating difficult, 
often heartbreaking criminal cases involving minors—e.g., a 
15-year-old boy who murdered his brother. The drama of domes-
tic matters, including divorces, adoptions, custody battles, and 
contested wills, makes up the subject matter of the second sec-
tion. In the third section, the author describes the history and 
function of juries and her love of interacting with and educat-
ing potential jurors. She also turns her attention to judgeship 
issues like judicial elections, including her own contested 1988 
election to the Santa Clara Superior Court. In the final section, 
Cordell discusses the especially difficult types of cases judges 
may be called upon to adjudicate, such as those involving mental 
health and those that may require a judge to seek legal—though 
controversial—alternatives to punishment. The memoir often 
reads like a collection of tales from the bench rather than a truly 



personal, in-depth reflection on a life and career, and with its 
extended explanations of legal terms and precedents, the tone 
sometimes verges on academic. Though highly informative 
about judicial issues and the judiciary, the book’s appeal may be 
limited to readers with an interest in legal affairs or those con-
sidering a career as a judge.

A well-intentioned project rendered in a largely dull manner.

LATITUDE
The True Story of the World’s 
First Scientific Expedition
Crane, Nicholas
Pegasus (280 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64313-795-7  

The story of the 18th-century expe-
dition to determine the shape of Earth.

In 1735, a group of international sci-
entists set sail for the equator. Their goal 

was to measure the length of one degree of latitude in order to 
come to a better understanding of the shape of the planet. At 
the time, two opposite beliefs prevailed: that the Earth is elon-
gated at the poles or that it is flat at the poles. By comparing one 
degree of latitude measured at the equator to the one degree of 
latitude that had been previously measured in France, it would 
be possible to figure out if the Earth is prolate or oblate. “It was 
more than an abstract debate,” writes London-based journalist 
and explorer Crane. “Without knowing the precise shape of the 
Earth, there could be no accurate maps or charts.” As the author 
shows, this region has always been known for its treacherous 
terrain. The expedition faced steep mountains and dense rain-
forests as well as unpredictable weather and dangerous earth-
quakes. In a narrative that often reads like an adventure novel, 
Crane fluidly shares their story, including details and excerpts 
gleaned from their journals. Before reaching the survey desti-
nation, the mission experienced numerous setbacks, including 
disease, financial troubles, and deaths, as well as many that were 
self-inflicted. Not long after reaching the equator, they also 
learned that a similar geodesic expedition to the Arctic Circle 
was underway, but the determined team pushed on. While 
Crane’s writing is mostly captivating, the journey begins to feel 
tedious halfway through the book. Missteps abounded, and 
numerous sidetracked adventures led to further delays—in fact, 
the survivors of the mission did not return home for 10 years. 
Nonetheless, the trip was far from a loss. Along with informa-
tion regarding the true shape of Earth, the crew’s mission ended 
up making numerous other important contributions to the sci-
entific community.

A fascinating account of an overlooked scientific endeavor.

AN ABOLITIONIST’S 
HANDBOOK
12 Steps to Changing Yourself 
and the World
Cullors, Patrisse
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-2502-7297-3  

A co-founder of Black Lives Matter 
compiles a tool kit for activists hoping to 
abolish “oppressive systems, institutions, 

and practices” and to repair the harm they’ve caused.
Inspired partly by her father’s experiences in Alcoholics 

Anonymous, Cullors blends polemic and self-help in a 12-step 
program for getting rid of “prisons, jails, police, courts and 
surveillance” and otherwise “dismantling white supremacy.” As 
she sees it, abolition means more than demolishing institutions 
or practices and replacing them with more humane alterna-
tives. It also involves taking personal and interpersonal steps 
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to foster “healing and liberation,” such as having “courageous 
conversations” with friends, family, co-workers, and movement 
allies or colleagues about difficulties in relationships. Cullors 
begins each chapter by discussing one of her 12 steps, such 
as “Build Community” and “Forgive Actively Not Passively,” 
and ends each with practical tips on topics such as “What To 
Read/Watch/See/Hear” and “Guiding Questions” for reflection 
(listen to Beyoncé’s Lemonade to hear about “actively forgiv-
ing”). In the best sections, Cullors brings a unique perspec-
tive to BLM–related issues, such as why she favors abolishing 
the police instead of more narrowly focused strategies such as 
requiring the greater use of bodycams (the officer who killed 
George Floyd was wearing one, but the full horror of his death 
was captured not by his device but by bystanders with phones). 
The text is repetitious, and some of the author’s ideas will be 
too woolly for many readers (“Check out…CHANI, a compre-
hensive astrology app that can help deepen your courage prac-
tice”) or overfamiliar to consumers of self-help (frequent plugs 
for therapy, mindfulness, or keeping a journal). Still, Cullors 
offers a wide range of strategies for activists who share her view 

that you can’t always fix a broken system—sometimes you have 
to throw it out and start over.

A veteran activist’s call to dismantle America’s judicial, law 
enforcement, and other systems. 

KING OF THE BLUES 
The Rise and Reign of 
B.B. King
de Visé, Daniel
Grove (496 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8021-5805-5  

As blues royalty and one of the 20th 
century’s most influential musicians, 
B.B. King (1925-2015) has long deserved 
a well-considered biography that places 

his achievements in a cultural and historical context. This is it.
Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist de Visé deftly interweaves 

tales of American history, pop culture, racial relations, music 
theory, and much more to fully demonstrate King’s significance. 
Not only does the author show King at his highest moments—
winning multiple Grammys and the Presidential Medal of Free-
dom, recording his most-acclaimed albums, opening the B.B. 
King Museum and Delta Interpretive Center in his hometown 
of Indianola, Mississippi—but also his lowest, including his 
final days, when he was bedridden and suffering from compli-
cations of his chronic diabetes. It’s a magnificent tale that de 
Visé reconstructs mostly in King’s own words, culled from his 
memoir and the hundreds of interviews he gave throughout 
his career. However, it is often when the author writes as an 
outsider about King’s life that the most poignant revelations 
come. Though King famously cultivated the belief that he had 
fathered 15 children, he was believed to be sterile. Almost as 
famously, King would rarely address racial injustice even though 
it affected him and his career deeply. De Visé, who lays out one 
indignity after another for King and his band because they were 
Black, wonders if “King’s anger remained deep inside, concealed 
behind the expressive eyes and the ancient stutter, where per-
haps it had always lived.” As King himself once wrote, “Moving 
on is my method of healing my hurt and, man, I’ve been moving 
on all my life.” What de Visé does best, though, is assess the 
musical magic that King and his beloved guitar, Lucille, made 
and how their unique sound combination influenced blues and 
rock stars for generations.

The thrill is here, as B.B. King finally gets his due in this 
first meticulous account of his historic life.

“The thrill is here, as B.B. King finally gets his due in this
first meticulous account of his historic life.”

king of the blues



PLAY NICE BUT WIN
A CEO’s Journey From 
Founder to Leader
Dell, Michael 
Portfolio (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-08774-9  

A bold tech entrepreneur tells his story.
From the time he was a teenager, 

Dell, founder of his eponymous per-
sonal computer company, was fasci-

nated by computers. When he was 14, he bought an Apple 
II with his own hard-earned money and promptly took it 
apart. Tutoring other kids about using computers proved 
to be “a pretty lucrative sideline,” he recalls, and he joined 
a local Apple User group, which met “to talk upgrades and 
trade parts and swap stories.” In a candid second memoir, 
following Direct From Dell (1998), the author recounts his 
evolution from computer geek to business mogul and phi-
lanthropist, interwoven with a chronicle of his company’s 
growth, problems, and challenges. Dell’s company began in 
his dorm room at the University of Texas in 1984, when the 
college freshman marketed souped-up IBM PCs to doctors, 
lawyers, and architects. By 1985, incorporated as Dell Com-
puter Corporation, the company was selling its own models; 
by 1988, it went public; and by 1989, it had subsidiaries in 
Germany, France, and Canada. Dell had created a niche for 
which there was unprecedented demand. “Absolutely nobody 
else,” he writes, “was building blazing-fast computers cus-
tom-tailored for consumers’ needs and shipping them out on 
a lightning-quick turnaround.” In 1990, Dell, not yet 25, was 
named Inc. magazine’s first Entrepreneur of the Year. But the 
company began to flounder, and in 2010, Dell wanted to go 
private as a way to reinvigorate “the entrepreneurial spirit of 
the company’s origins, of getting much more aggressive on 
gaining share, of investing in R&D and adding sales capac-
ity.” A business background would be helpful for following 
the stakes and complexities involved in making a transition 
from public to private and back to public again: Tensions and 
machinations (notably from the arrogant corporate raider 
Carl Icahn) went on for years. A driven, optimistic, and savvy 
businessman, Dell prevailed, and he is now estimated to be 
worth more than $30 billion.

A lively chapter in computer history.
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According to our reviewer, Qian Julie Wang’s debut 
memoir, Beautiful Country (Doubleday, Sept. 7), tells the 
story of “how one little girl found her way through the ter-
ror, hunger, exhaustion, and cruelty of an undocumented 
childhood in New York’s Chinatown…engaging readers 
through all five senses and the heart.” It is also Wang’s 
parents’ story. While both were professors in China, in 
the United States they did backbreaking menial labor and 
lived in constant terror and privation well below the pov-
erty line. Nonetheless, after his traumatic experiences as a 
child during the Cultural Revolution, her father remained 
fiercely loyal to the “beautiful country,” which is the literal 
translation of Mei Guo, the Chinese word for America.

But beautiful is not the word for most of the experienc-
es Wang describes. From the age of 7, she worked along-
side her mother in a garment-industry sweatshop and in a 
freezing sushi factory. Starting school in second grade, she 
was shunted into a special ed classroom where she had to 
teach herself to read on her own. Nonetheless, her educa-

tion culminated with a degree from Yale Law School, and 
she continues to work as a civil rights litigator in a firm she 
founded with her husband. 

Though Wang interviewed her parents for the book 
and fact-checked portions of it with them for accuracy, she 
has not shown them the finished product. For that, she is 
waiting until publication day. She told us why in a Zoom 
conversation, edited here for length and clarity.

You explain in Beautiful Country that the stories it re-
counts were kept secret for decades. 
Both my parents and I felt so much shame about our past 
that we never spoke about it, and I never even thought 
about it to myself. But when I became a naturalized citi-
zen in 2016, actually at the moment President Barack 
Obama opened his video message with, “Greetings, fellow 
Americans,” everything changed for me. Later that year, 
watching the presidential debates and hearing the na-
tional discourse on immigration, I no longer thought, “Oh 
my God, I’m part of this group; I have to keep lying and 
pretending that it didn’t happen.” Suddenly, I was privi-
leged and had a responsibility to live up to that. I had the 
choice to speak up while others still do not.

You were working as a lawyer at that time, right?
Yes, so I started writing using the Notes app on the subway 
on my way to work. There was so much that had been bur-
ied for so long. It took a lot of therapy, a lot of crying, a lot of 
pulling out old diaries and photos. I didn’t really think I was 
writing a book, but I thought maybe my future children and 
grandchildren would want to know where they came from. 
But, lo and behold, at the end of 2019 I opened the folder 
where I was backing up those notes and had 300 pages.

And then what?
I had to take a break from writing because my time was 
tied up making partner at my law firm and planning my 

An undocumented Chinese immigrant tells her story—and pays tribute 
to her parents—in Beautiful Country
BY MARION WINIK

Ryan M
uir

6 4   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

WORDS WITH…

Qian Julie Wang



wedding. I was getting four hours of sleep a night—some-
thing had to give. A year and a half later, on the flight to 
my honeymoon in September 2019, I decided it was time 
to go back to it. I started writing right there on the plane. 
I told myself to either finish by the end of the year or give 
up entirely.

I still had about half the book left to write—mostly 
the painful parts. I was so worried about my parents, how 
they would feel reading it, how they would react to finding 
these stories out in the world. The only way I could finish 
was to pretend that no one else would ever read it. 

Your parents are citizens too, right?
They are both legal now, but they live in constant fear of 
ICE [U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement] bang-
ing down their door. It is a feeling that I relate to because I 
still have it, too. When I went to receive my COVID vac-
cine and they asked to see ID, I immediately had the im-
pulse to run out the door.

I plan to give my parents a copy of the book the day it 
becomes public. That way, there’s no counting down in ter-
ror to the day they’re sure ICE is coming to get us. It will 
be too late to worry. I’m hoping that it will help them find 
some healing and closure and permission to forgive them-
selves.

My mother Googles me all the time. She’s watched 
every interview and read all my op-eds, and I think that’s 
helped her get used to it. This weekend she actually got me 
a mug which says, “Please do not annoy the writer. She may 
put you in a book and kill you.” 

Tell us about the op-eds.
I wrote about the Supreme Court decision on DACA for 
the New York Times, and then this February, I did a piece 
on anti-Asian racism. So many people were shocked by the 
resurgence of hate during COVID, but for us, it’s nothing 
new. Chink was among the first English words I learned, 
and I’ve never been in a public space in the United States 
without some fear for my bodily safety. Throughout the 
pandemic, my parents were hesitant to go outside at all. 
When they had to, they wore hats, sunglasses, and double 
masks to avoid being recognized as Asian. 

Once you finished the manuscript, how did you look for 
an agent?
With Google [laughs]. I must have sent out 60 query let-
ters—some of them probably to people who didn’t even 
represent adult books. But I really had no idea what I was 
doing. Fortunately, I also reached out to Hillary Frey, with 
whom I had taken a class, at Catapult, and she put me in 

touch with Andrianna Yeatts at ICM. She is a younger 
agent, and we quickly became good friends. 

When the pandemic hit, I finally had time to work 
with her on revisions. She sent the manuscript out in June 
2020, on what turned out to be the day before the George 
Floyd murder. So instead of being glued to my inbox, I was 
out protesting and connecting with friends. Before I knew 
it, Doubleday got back to us with a preemptive offer. 

Having recently read Cathy Park Hong’s Minor Feelings 
and Michelle Zauner’s Crying in H Mart and now your 
beautifully immersive story, I’m wondering if we’re see-
ing a trend. 
I am hopeful that the time has come. I have never before 
seen the AAPI [Asian American and Pacific Islander] 
community this galvanized. It’s almost as if, unfortunately, 
it had to get this bad for progress to ignite. For the longest 
time, we were all gaslit into thinking we were model mi-
norities who had nothing to complain about. Now it’s as if 
we’ve all woken up at once. 

I live in daily gratitude for everything I have now that 
would have been unfathomable for Chinese immigrants 
not so long ago. Our lives are built on the shoulders of gi-
ants. Honoring their legacy means living up to our privilege 
and continuing to push the movement forward. My vision 
for the beautiful country is this: to every new generation, 
more rights, more equality, more justice. 

Marion Winik is the author of The Big Book of the Dead and 
other titles. Beautiful Country received a starred review in the 
July 15, 2021, issue.
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LITTLE PIECES OF HOPE
Happy-Making Things in a 
Difficult World
Doughty, Todd
Illus. by Portillo, Josie
Penguin Life (256 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-14-313656-9  

Inspirational snippets inspired by 
the need for unity and optimism in trou-
bled times.

On March 11, 2020, the day the World Health Organiza-
tion declared a global pandemic, Doubleday deputy publisher 
Doughty was on a train home from work when he began craft-
ing a series of lists on Instagram to engage and inspire others 
to “remember and explore the things that bring you happiness.” 
Accessorizing these unique and fun assortments are essays on 
practical ways to feel more connected, appreciations of the bliss-
ful interconnectedness of small-town life, and ideas about how 

to cultivate “a little piece of hope” every day. The lists include 
often quirky nods to a variety of quotidian things, including 
cake, “a small piece of chocolate that leaves you wanting more,” 
specific scenes in movies and books, the intricate foam design 
in a latte, and the unique serenity of late-night quiet. In other 
sections, Doughty offers more substantial appreciations of 
teachers, seasons, holidays, the exhilarating art of personal or 
professional risk-taking, and music “mixtape” playlists focusing 
on a specific mood, genre, or period preference. Creatively rich 
with typeface variations and Portillo’s casual, bright artwork, 
Doughty’s wise words of wisdom aim to lessen the negative 
effects of the pandemic. This is a breezy, versatile book to be 
enjoyed during a peaceful moment of reflection or read aloud 
at gatherings with friends and family. Laden with optimism and 
inspiration, Doughty’s lists are rhythmic, interconnected, fun, 
and effervescently positive. Readers plodding through the ardu-
ous, isolating, seemingly endless days of pandemic regulations 
will particularly appreciate the author’s humor and fanciful 
sense of nostalgia and stress-busting playfulness. Best enjoyed 
a few segments at a time, the text encourages readers to pause, 
breathe, and appreciate the simple things, both past and pres-
ent, which often become overshadowed by schedules, work and 
family demands, and myriad interpersonal challenges.

A needed message of hope, joy, and love, imparted through 
the simplicity of lists.

INVENTION 
A Life
Dyson, James
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-982188-42-9  

The British inventor and vacuum-
cleaner magnate delivers a paean to cre-
ativity and creation.

Now 74, Dyson grew up in a house-
hold headed by an “ever-cheerful poly-

math” who died of cancer when the author was a teenager. 
He had instilled in his young son self-reliance and the joys of 
experimentation and failure (if you don’t fail, you don’t learn). 
Dyson trained as an artist and industrial designer, but his real 
interest was to “pioneer a better solution to existing technolo-
gies and products.” By his count, slogging through engineering 
textbooks and manuals, he failed precisely 5,127 times before 
coming up with the cyclonic vacuum cleaner that would sepa-
rate dust and dirt from air while using as little energy as possible. 
The result was considerable wealth and a product so popu-
lar that Dyson’s British plant could not fulfill demand, which 
forced him to relocate manufacturing to Asia. About this Dyson 
is sanguine: His company is privately held, allowing him to do 
as he pleases, and Europe and North America, while important 
markets, are less vigorous than Asia, which “is growing at three 
times the rate of Western economies.” The author is ever the 
geeky scientist and engineer, as when he writes of the biologi-
cal parameters of building the perfect hair dryer: “Over 230°C 

“A needed message of hope, joy, and love, 
imparted through the simplicity of lists.”

little pieces of hope



(450°F), hair begins to burn or melt with strong disulphide 
bonds breaking down quickly. The surface of the hair becomes 
cratered, with reflectiveness lost, leading to a reduction in shine 
and gloss, along with damage.” His overarching point is very 
well taken: He makes a powerful argument that our educational 
systems are not giving sufficient attention to fostering creativ-
ity and the independent spirit required of the inventor, thereby 
stifling innovation. Against this, he has built a university com-
bining in-class and apprenticeship learning even as he indulges 
in a newfound passion: farming.

An entertaining and inspiring memoir by a fellow who’s 
nearly impossible to pigeonhole—and good thing, too.

NINA SIMONE’S GUM
Ellis, Warren
Faber & Faber (208 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-571-36562-3  

The surprising cultural afterlife of a 
wad of gum.

In 1999, Australian musician and 
composer Ellis was in the audience at the 
Meltdown Festival in London, directed 

by his collaborator Nick Cave, eager to see Nina Simone, whom 
he venerated as a goddess. She walked out on stage, Ellis recalls, 
looking tired, defiant, angry, and in pain. When she sat down at 
the piano, she stuck the gum she was chewing on the underside 
of the keyboard. Feeding on the audience’s adulation, she gave 
a triumphant performance: “People were in shock. Faces wet 
with tears, not knowing where to look or how to speak. We had 
witnessed something monumental, a miracle. This communion 
that had taken place, between her and us.” After the concert, 
Ellis scrambled on stage, took the gum, wrapped it in her towel, 
and kept it. That wad of gum is the central image of the author’s 
guileless and reflective debut memoir, in which he recounts his 
musical career from the time he played violin, accordion, and 
flute as a child; his collaboration with Cave and the Bad Seeds 
and work with the Dirty Three; and the meaning of his trea-
sure. Ellis believes his life changed once he took possession of 
the gum. He married and “weighed up what was important to 
me,” and he saw the gum’s significance emanate to others when 
Cave asked him to contribute it to an exhibition at the Royal 
Danish Library in Copenhagen. Being separated from the gum 
felt traumatic: What if it were lost or stolen? “This tiny object,” 
he reflected, was gathering meaning “like a tornado”—to the 
empathetic jeweler who cast it in silver, the museum staff who 
exhibited it behind bulletproof glass wired with a burglar alarm, 
and everyone who viewed it. The gum represented Simone: “her 
voice, her strength and resolve. Her defiance, courage, fearless-
ness.” The book is illustrated with photographs of the gum’s 
unlikely journey.

A warm homage and affecting memoir.

ACT LIKE YOU GOT 
SOME SENSE
And Other Things My 
Daughters Taught Me
Foxx, Jamie
Grand Central Publishing (240 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-5387-0328-1  

Academy Award–winning actor Foxx 
recounts raising two daughters in chal-
lenging times.

“Dad Rule No. 1,” writes the author, is simple: “You gotta show 
up.” His own childhood was marked by such presence. Follow-
ing his parents’ divorce, he was raised by a grandmother who 
gave him the tough-love lesson “that you can entertain yourself 
on your own side of the street.” His daughters, brimming with 
self-confidence, take delight in testing him—e.g., when he asked 
13-year-old Anelise to get off the phone for two minutes, to which 
she responded by setting a timer for precisely two minutes. “I 
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don’t mean literally,” said Foxx. “Then you should say what you 
mean,” she replied. They also take pleasure in teaching him. “All 
grown people do is talk about people that are different,” asserts 
27-year-old Corinne, arguing that her generation has no interest 
in making distinctions on the basis of sexuality, religion, or other 
dividing lines. Foxx rightly prizes the good sense and solid values 
he has instilled in his daughters, but he also notes that parents 
must push their children to explore the world and make ethical 
and moral decisions for themselves. “Just be careful if they go 
too far,” he adds, “because they might need an exorcism”—or, as 
when one of the children ate a pot brownie by mistake, a talking-
down. A major part of the work of raising daughters, Foxx con-
cludes, is to empower them, “which means being honest with 
them about the challenges they will face and showing them that 
they have the ability to overcome them.” It helps to have the 
financial resources that Foxx has acquired in his decades in Hol-
lywood, but the lessons he imparts, both humorous and serious, 
are applicable just about everywhere.

A practical, sometimes profane, always entertaining guide 
to the fine art of parenting.

THE BOOK OF HOPE
A Survival Guide for Trying 
Times
Goodall, Jane & Abrams, Douglas with 
Hudson, Gail
Celadon Books (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-78409-4  

The renowned naturalist and chim-
panzee researcher reflects on her phi-
losophy of life.

No longer observing wildlife in the fast-vanishing African 
forests, Goodall, now 87, continues to work, traveling the world 
to speak about conservation, humane treatment of animals, 
reforestation, and the detriments of climate change and poverty. 
Written as a dialogue with Abrams, who has co-authored simi-
lar eloquent testaments with the Dalai Lama and Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, this book mixes autobiographical details with a 
fiercely positive credo that has kept Goodall fighting in the face 
of immense odds. Goodall maintains that hope is often misun-
derstood. “People tend to think that it is simply passive wishful 
thinking: I hope something will happen but I’m not going to 
do anything about it,” she notes. “This is indeed the opposite 
of real hope, which requires action and engagement. Many 
people understand the dire state of the planet—but do nothing 
about it because they feel helpless and hopeless.” She adds that 
achieving a lasting sense of hope requires four components: 
attainable goals, realistic pathways to pursue them, confidence 
that we will succeed, and confidence that others support us. 
Goodall emphasizes that hope is a survival trait that every child 
possesses, but it must be cultivated. She illustrates this point 
with anecdotes from her life as a naturalist and teacher as well 
as many mystical, science-can’t-explain experiences that often 
turn up in inspirational writing. Ultimately, this is less a self-
help book than the personal testament of a traditional idealist 
with the belief that we are put on Earth for a purpose and that 
the universe must have a deep, guiding intelligence behind it—
if not the traditional God, then something similar. As Goodall 
notes late in the book, she welcomes a “convergence of science 
and religion and spirituality.”

An estimable researcher and activist tells stories and deliv-
ers uplifting advice.

THE DAWN 
OF EVERYTHING 
A New History of 
Humanity
Graeber, David & Wengrow, David
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-374-15735-7  

An ingenious new look at “the broad 
sweep of human history” and many of its 

“foundational” stories.

“A fascinating, intellectually challenging big book about big ideas.”
the dawn of everything
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Graeber, a former professor of anthropology at London 
School of Economics who died in 2020, and Wengrow, profes-
sor of comparative archaeology at University College London, 
take a dim view of conventional accounts of the rise of civiliza-
tions, emphasize contributions from Indigenous cultures and 
the missteps of the great Enlightenment thinkers, and draw 
countless thought-provoking conclusions. In 1651, British phi-
losopher Thomas Hobbes proclaimed that humans require laws 
and government authority because life in primitive cultures was 

“poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” A few decades later, French 
thinker Rousseau wrote that humans in a state of nature were 
free until they acquired property that required legal protection. 
Graeber and Wengrow point out that these conceptions of 
historical progression dominate the opinions of many experts, 
who assume that society passed through stages of development: 
hunter-gatherers, farmers, urban-industrial society, and so on. 
Graeber and Wengrow maintain that no scientific evidence 
supports this view, adding that traditional scholarship says 
little about “prehistory,” during which supposedly egalitarian 
hunter-gatherers roamed and foraged until about 10,000 years 

ago, when they purportedly took up agriculture and things 
became interesting. This orthodox view dismisses countless 
peoples who had royal courts and standing armies, built palaces, 
and accumulated wealth. As the authors write, “there is simply 
no reason to assume that the adoption of agriculture in more 
remote periods also meant the inception of private land own-
ership, territoriality, or an irreversible departure from forager 
egalitarianism.” Many early cities thrived for centuries with 
no sign of hierarchy, contradicting scholars who assume that 
authoritarian rule appears naturally whenever large populations 
gather. The quest for the “origin of the state,” given scattered 
and contradictory evidence, may be a fool’s errand. Graeber 
and Wengrow, while providing no definitive answers, cast grave 
doubts on those theories that have been advanced to date.

A fascinating, intellectually challenging big book about big 
ideas.
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THE STORYTELLER
Tales of Life and Music
Grohl, Dave
Dey Street/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-307609-9  

The Nirvana drummer and Foo 
Fighters frontman shares anecdotes 
from his (mostly) charmed life in rock ’n’ 
roll.

Grohl’s memoir is thick with name-
drops, but not for the sake of gossip or even revelatory detail. 
(Fans likely won’t learn anything about Kurt Cobain they didn’t 
already know, except perhaps his choice for cheap sustenance 
in the band’s pre-fame days, a canned-tuna-on-toast concoc-
tion dubbed “shit on a shingle.”) Rather, Grohl’s name-drops 
are of the “can you believe I get to do this for a living” variety: 
backing Tom Petty and Iggy Pop, meeting musical heroes from 
Little Richard to Joan Jett, singing “Blackbird” at the Oscars, 

performing at the White House, and filling arenas all over the 
world. As the book’s entertaining early pages reveal, Grohl was 
an unlikely candidate for global stardom. An accident-prone 
kid and unschooled drummer raised in a middle-class sub-
urb of Washington, D.C., he caught the punk bug at a Naked 
Raygun show in Chicago, later dropping out of high school 
to join Scream. Though Scream was only moderately popular, 
Grohl thought he’d reached the mountaintop, so Nirvana’s 
massive fame, followed by Cobain’s suicide, was seriously dis-
orienting. Still, the author is upbeat even when talking about 
lean or tense moments, like when his body finally pushed back 
against his five-pot-a-day coffee habit. Grohl is good company, 
but the gee-whiz tone as well as the clichés (hanging out with 
the members of metal band Pantera is “not for the faint of 
heart”) make the book feel like a missed opportunity. Grohl 
survived a massive band’s collapse and leads another hugely 
successful act in a genre that’s no longer dominant. Rather 
than exploring that, he’s largely content to celebrate his good 
fortune. Perhaps when he finally hangs it up, he will dig more 
deeply into his unique career.

A high-spirited yet surface-level glimpse into the life of 
one of the planet’s last rock stars.

WORLD WAR C
Lessons From the Covid-19 
Pandemic and How To 
Prepare for the Next One
Gupta, Sanjay with Loberg, Kristin
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-982166-10-6  

A prominent physician offers timely 
counsel.

Late in 2018, neurosurgeon and 
CNN chief medical correspondent Gupta wrote an op-ed piece 
warning that a major pandemic was inevitable and calling for 
the development of new vaccines. While describing himself 
as “an eternal optimist,” the author reprises that warning along 
with advice about how to “better predict, prepare, and respond.” 
Gupta’s overview of the U.S. response to the virus will be famil-
iar to readers of mainstream media. With denial among many in 
Trump’s circle and responsibility for public health spread over 
myriad departments, there was “division, dysfunction, and lack 
of truth telling among our leaders.” In addition, “the general 
unhealthiness of Americans played a role,” with chronic con-
ditions like obesity, diabetes, and heart disease making people 
more vulnerable to Covid-19. Because the virus can be trans-
mitted asymptomatically, testing of people who showed symp-
toms proved to be “too little, too late” in halting the spread. 
Gupta gives cogent, accessible explanations about the biology 
of viruses, how vaccines work, and how the immune system 
fights off pathogens. Yet he admits that much about corona-
viruses is still unknown: about transmission, about why some 
people fall desperately ill while others are asymptomatic, about 
mutations, and about the persistence of long-term symptoms. 



“Can COVID hide out in the body and continue to inflict dam-
age?” Gupta asks. “Can it persist long after the acute phase of 
illness has resolved?” Much of his book focuses on preparedness, 
including promoting digital literacy, making healthy life choices, 
assessing risk factors intelligently, and assembling a pandemic 
prep kit. He debunks anti-vaccination myths, such as that the 
mRNA vaccine was rushed or changes one’s DNA or causes 
infertility. Our response to Covid-19, Gupta asserts convinc-
ingly, was a “multisystem organ failure, ranging from our poor 
health to our inflated sense of readiness.”

A wise, well-informed assessment of present and future 
health perils.

THE 1619 PROJECT 
A New Origin Story
Ed. by Hannah-Jones, Nikole & 
Roper, Caitlin & Silverman, Elena & 
Silverstein, Jake
One World/Random House (400 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-593-23057-2  

A book-length expansion of the New 
York Times Magazine issue that explores 
the history of slavery in America and its 

countless toxic consequences.
Famously denied tenure at the University of North Caro-

lina for her critical journalism, Hannah-Jones sounds con-
troversial notes at the start: There are no slaves but instead 
enslaved people, a term that “accurately conveys the condition 
without stripping the individual of his or her humanity,” while 
the romantic plantation gives way to the more accurate terms 
labor camp and forced labor camp. The 1619 Project was intended 
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“A much-needed book that stakes a solid place in a battlefield
of ideas over America’s past and present.”

the 1619 project
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to introduce Black people into the mainstream narrative of 
American history as active agents. It may have been White 
people who enslaved them, but apart from the legal and con-
stitutional paperwork, it was Black people who resisted and 
liberated themselves and others, from their very first arrival 
at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619 to the very present. Hannah-
Jones and colleagues consider a nation still wrestling with the 
outcomes of slavery, an incomplete Reconstruction, and a sub-
sequent history of Jim Crow laws and current legal efforts to 
disenfranchise Black voters. As she notes, the accompanying 
backlash has been vigorous, including attempted laws by the 
likes of Sen. Tom Cotton to strip federal funds from schools 
that teach the 1619 Project or critical race theory. Among 
numerous other topics, the narrative examines: the thought 
that the American independence movement was fueled at least 
in part by the insistence on maintaining slavery as the Crown 
moved to abolition; the use of slavery to tamp down resis-
tance among poor Whites whose functions were essentially 
the same as the enslaved but who, unlike Black people, were 
not considered property; the ongoing appropriation of Black 
music, which has “midwifed the only true integration this 

country has known,” as Wesley Morris writes, by a machine 
that perpetuates minstrelsy. Those readers open to fresh and 
startling interpretations of history will find this book a com-
prehensive education.

A much-needed book that stakes a solid place in a battle-
field of ideas over America’s past and present.

COLORIZATION
One Hundred Years of Black 
Films in a White World
Haygood, Wil
Knopf (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-525-65687-6  

A chronicle of the long struggle for 
Black Americans to matter in movies.

Drawing on interviews with directors, 
actors, producers, and screenwriters, as 

well as published and archival sources, journalist, biographer, and 
Guggenheim fellow Haygood creates an encyclopedic history of 
Blacks’ film presence, beginning with D.W. Griffith’s scandalous 
epic, The Birth of a Nation. Aired in Woodrow Wilson’s White 
House in 1915, the movie, based on a novel about the Ku Klux 
Klan, soon attracted more than 25 million viewers nationwide, 
inciting vociferous protests among Blacks. A few years later, 
the enterprising farmer Oscar Micheaux offered a stark coun-
terpoint to Griffith’s movie when he filmed The Homesteader, 
based on his own life. Micheaux went on to produce many 
other movies, casting Paul Robeson in one and, in 1930, add-
ing talking pictures. Other movies, though, depicted Blacks in 
the stereotypical roles—e.g., servants and maids—that would 
persist for decades; between 1903 and 1927, for example, nine 
films were made of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In 1939, Hattie McDaniel—
who already had appeared in more than a dozen films—was cast 
as Mammy in Gone With the Wind and won an Oscar. Unfortu-
nately, her career stagnated afterward for lack of roles. Haygood 
provides intriguing capsule biographies of each of his large cast 
of characters, including superstars Sidney Poitier, Harry Bela-
fonte, and Denzel Washington; directors Gordon Parks, Mel-
vin Van Peebles, Steve McQueen, Jordan Peele, and Spike Lee; 
and groundbreaking actors Lena Horne, Diana Sands, Diana 
Ross, and Cicely Tyson. Many were nominated for Oscars only 
to lose out to their White colleagues. Other episodes from the 
entertainment world include scandals that erupted over inter-
racial love affairs; George Gershwin’s tireless efforts to stage 
Porgy and Bess; the advent of Black action heroes in the 1970s; 
and incremental visibility over the years. In 1949, four movies 
dealt with anti-Black racism; in 1977, Roots became “the most 
watched TV miniseries of all time.”

A well-researched history of frustrations, defiance, and 
bold dreams—good for movie buffs and civil rights historians 
alike.
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THE MIRROR AND 
THE PALETTE
Higgie, Jennifer
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64313-803-9  

An art critic examines female self-
portraits and identity over the course of 
five centuries.

As editor at large of frieze magazine 
and the presenter of Bow Down, a podcast 

about women in art history, Higgie has an extensive knowledge 
of the works of women artists, most of whom have struggled his-
torically with being accepted as serious artists. They have been 
excluded from artistic training, denied access to materials, under-
represented in commercial galleries and by art critics, and have 
faced physical and emotional abuse. However, as the author con-
tends, “If she had access to a mirror, a palette, an easel and paint, 
a woman could endlessly reflect on her face, and, by extension, 
her place in the world.” Focusing primarily yet not exclusively 

on self-portraits, Higgie explores various aspects of the lives and 
times of numerous painters, including Artemisia Gentileschi, 
Frida Kahlo, Rita Angus, Amrita Sher-Gil, and Suzanne Valadon. 
The author does not follow a linear pattern; rather, she groups 
her minibiographies by categories such as Allegory, Hallucina-
tion, Solitude, Translation, and Naked, moving back and forth 
across time and genre. While her book is well researched and 
provides wonderful descriptions of the selected works to which 
she refers, at times, Higgie appears to struggle with a desire to 
find a stronger connection between the artists than exists. Fre-
quently, she ponders if the artists may have met or known of each 
other’s work, followed by the reluctant answer that we do not 
know. This pattern feels stilted and detracts from the flow of the 
book. While the text initially feels dry and academic, perhaps due 
to limited information being available related to the early artists, 
Higgie finds her stride around the midpoint, creating an overall 
fascinating commentary about the identity of female artists. The 
book includes color photos of many of the works discussed.

A mostly engaging analysis of the resilience of female art-
ists throughout modern history.
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THERE IS NOTHING 
FOR YOU HERE 
Finding Opportunity in 
the 21st Century
Hill, Fiona
Mariner Books (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-358-57431-6  

A renowned expert on modern Rus-
sia recounts her struggles overcoming 
economic and social barriers growing up 

in northern England and draws attention to the looming issues 
of inequality she sees in the U.S.

Hill had been a foreign affairs adviser for many years before 
serving as an official for the U.S. National Security Council 
under Donald Trump, yet it was through her engagingly blunt 
witness testimony during Trump’s first impeachment trial that 
she gained national attention. Her personal story, in particular, 
attracted the public’s interest and curiosity. In this ambitious, 

immensely compelling memoir, Hill interweaves her inter-
esting life story with events and issues she has continued to 
observe during her career. “My life experiences, long before 
I ended up in the Trump White House, had opened my eyes 
to the dangerous consequences of economic disruption and 
social dislocation,” she writes. “In the United Kingdom, my 
family experienced the overwhelming sense of economic pre-
cariousness and political disenfranchisement that also beset 
millions of people in the U.S. over the generations stretching 
from the 1960s to 2020.” The author persuasively argues that 
America may be heading in a similar direction to Russia unless 
we address the crucial challenges facing much of the country, 
specifically regarding education, health care, and job opportu-
nities. Drawing insightful parallels between Trump and Putin, 
she unpacks how the threat of populism can quickly under-
mine democracy: “If we fail to fix our ailing society by address-
ing them and providing opportunity for all, another American 
president, just like Vladimir Putin, might decide to stay in 
power indefinitely.” Currently a senior fellow at the Brook-
ings Institution, Hill also recounts her personal challenges as 
a woman working in the highest levels of government, strug-
gles that all women readers will recognize, regardless of their 
workplace.

A shrewd, absorbing memoir that casts a sharp eye on 
America’s future while offering feasible solutions for change.

THE DIGITAL SILK ROAD
China’s Quest To Wire the 
World and Win the Future
Hillman, Jonathan E.
Harper Business (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-06-304628-3  

A probing look at China’s quest to 
dominate the technosphere.

Hillman, a senior fellow at the Center 
for Strategic and International Studies, 

specializes in monitoring the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative, 
intended to extend the Silk Road of old all the way to the Atlan-
tic and to control commerce and resources around the world. 
This involves the digital world as well. “The CCP [Chinese 
Communist Party],” he writes, “is harnessing communications 
technology to cement its control at home and expand its influ-
ence abroad.” The mechanisms of this control should worry civil 
libertarians and geopoliticians alike: Two Chinese companies 
produce 40% of the world’s security cameras, another is one of 
just four companies that supply the fiber optic submarine cables 
that carry almost all international data, and China manufactures 
components that American missiles require. Hillman refutes the 
notion that with internet connectivity comes increased freedom. 
Instead, he observes, China has been putting much of its energy 
into security technology such as AI–driven facial recognition 
systems. And not just against its citizens: Kenya, it turns out, is 
one of the world’s up-and-coming surveillance states, armed with 
Chinese technology. China has been active throughout Africa 

“A shrewd, absorbing memoir that casts a sharp eye on
America’s future while offering feasible solutions for change.”

there is nothing for you here
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in particular, securing rare earth minerals and other commodi-
ties and reinforcing infrastructure among its partner and client 
states, while the West has been turning its back on a continent 
that is projected to grow economically in the near future. Hill-
man argues that the “U.S. government must become more entre-
preneurial in how it approaches foreign markets and emerging 
technologies,” developing a venture capital fund to outdo Chi-
nese financial intervention. The government also needs to get a 
better handle on the fire hose of data that China has been putting 
to good work analyzing world shipping traffic, farm yields, energy 
use, and other points that indicate weak spots and market and 
strategic opportunities.

A cogent warning that the West has much work to do if it is 
to contain Chinese expansion into cyberspace.

THE RADICAL POTTER
The Life and Times of  
Josiah Wedgwood
Hunt, Tristram
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-250-12834-8  

A biography of the English potter 
whose last name is a byword for fine 
china.

In this well-researched portrait, Hunt, 
the director of the Victoria & Albert Museum, explores the life 
and times of Josiah Wedgwood (1730-1795). Following his father’s 
death, Josiah entered the family pottery trade as an apprentice to 
his eldest brother. After contracting smallpox, Wedgwood was 
no longer able to throw clay, so he began focusing on the busi-
ness side of the company. With the Industrial Revolution came 
an explosion in the production of consumer goods, particularly 
tea, and the demand for teapots, cups, and saucers “would pro-
vide a perfect spur for the British ceramics industry as it sought 
to edge Chinese porcelain off the tea table.” Sure that the mar-
ket for white stone pottery had become saturated, Wedgwood 
began experimenting with new colors of clay and glazes. His 
brother was averse to taking risks, and after arguing over the 
matter, they parted ways, after which Wedgwood went on to 
create his own empire. As Hunt notes, Wedgwood was “a defin-
ing figure of his age,” comparing him to Steve Jobs today. Not 
only was he radical in his designs, but he was also radical in his 
politics. Wedgwood was a member of the free-thinking Lunar 
Society, a group of like-minded men devoted to science and lit-
erature. Having “faith in the possibilities of progress,” among 
his beliefs was the value of vaccinations. Showing solidarity for 
the leaders of the American Revolution, in 1790, he designed 
a tea caddy depicting George Washington on one side and a 
Continental Army soldier on the other. Despite his business 
benefiting from “the network of aristocratic families whose 
fortunes were made, or bolstered by, plantation profits,” he was 
a devoted abolitionist. Even though British consumerism was 
fueled by the slave trade, he actively campaigned against slavery. 
As Hunt notes, the purpose of his biography is to help people 

understand the centrality of Wedgwood in the transformation 
of Britain. In this, he succeeds.

A captivating portrait of a remarkably innovative man.

MASTER OF THE GAME 
Henry Kissinger and 
the Art of Middle East 
Diplomacy
Indyk, Martin
Knopf (672 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-101-94754-8  

An exhaustive study of Henry Kiss-
inger’s “shuttle diplomacy” efforts to 
bring about peace—or, better, stability—

in the world’s most reliable tinderbox.
“If diplomacy is the art of moving political leaders to places 

they are reluctant to go, then Kissinger was a master of the 
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game,” writes Indyk, a former Clinton administration National 
Security Council adviser and, later, two-time ambassador to 
Israel. The author casts an appreciative but not uncritical eye 
on Kissinger and his “Machiavellian ability to deploy the levers 
of influence bestowed upon him by immense American power.” 
That power allowed him to maneuver Israel and its Middle 
Eastern antagonists into concessions that stepped outside the 
usual give-and-get mindset and instead focused on establishing 
a balance of powers, more or less. Indyk argues that Kissinger’s 
fundamental aim wasn’t peace per se, but order—order in the 
sense of the absence of chaos that war and enmity can bring 
about. Indeed, “he did not believe in peace as an achievable or 
even desirable objective.” Kissinger’s model, pressed not just 
by him, but also by many successors up until the utter failure 
of the Trump administration, saw some unusual advances: For 
one thing, Egypt no longer goes to war with Israel every few 
years. That model was time-bound to some degree, for it was 
also calculated to outmaneuver the Soviet Union while at the 
same time allowing it a role in that order. We should remem-
ber, Indyk observes, that Kissinger was able to persuade Israel 
to pull back settlements in occupied territories, something 
unimaginable today, and defanged an intransigent Syria. Yet, 
writes the author, Kissinger’s approach was not wholly success-
ful: He failed to engage Jordan in the process, because, in the 
matter of its ruler, “he liked the king but he didn’t value him.” 
Flaws or not, Kissinger’s work, incomplete as it remains, was 
more effective than anything done in recent years and a project 
worthy of Indyk’s painstaking, always lucid analysis.

Of considerable interest to students of geopolitics, realpo-
litik, and the state of the world today.

THE BIG CHEAT 
How Donald Trump 
Fleeced America and 
Enriched Himself and His 
Family
Johnston, David Cay
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-982178-03-1  

The Pulitzer Prize–winning journal-
ist and longtime Trump-watcher delivers 

enough charges to fuel a few hundred indictments.
Johnston opens with a scenario of desperation: In the wake 

of the 2008 financial crisis, great numbers of low-income, poorly 
informed Americans longed for a savior who “would relieve their 
financial crisis.” What they got was a “master con artist” who 
would “cheat them out of what they had, all the while telling 
them that he was really their friend and helper.” Step 1: Destroy 
the notion of objective truth. Step 2: Send up a smokescreen of 
lies. Step 3: Loot the people’s treasury, self-dealing while leav-
ing scraps for other financial predators. Johnston assembles a 
case that’s full of news and startling incidents. In one, a 29-year-
old Trump assaults outgoing New York Mayor Abe Beame to 
strong-arm a sweetheart deal; though police officers escorted 

him from Beame’s office, he got what he demanded. The 
behavioral pattern with the most staying power is not violence, 
however, but cheating: overstating assets, engaging in phony 
accounting, not paying taxes. With the power of the presidency, 
Trump—who, Johnston reminds us, is the only president past 
or present at the center of a felony investigation—opened the 
nation’s coffers to his fellow grifters, engaging in “the kind of 
borrowing that made Trump infamous—money you borrow 
but never pay back in full and perhaps not at all.” Those fellow 
grifters are legion, but at the top of the list are daughter Ivanka 
and son-in-law Jared Kushner as well as former transportation 
secretary Elaine Chao, poster children “who illustrate the need 
for strict ethics training and for equally strict enforcement of 
laws against misusing public office.” Trump’s sole accomplish-
ment, by Johnston’s account, was the failed coup of Jan. 6, 2021, 
because it “testifies to his incompetence” while shining a light 
on would-be dictators waiting in the wings.

True believers won’t be swayed, but those inclined to 
despise Trump and Trumpism will find ample reinforcement.

SET THE NIGHT ON FIRE
Lying, Dying, and Playing 
Guitar With the Doors
Krieger, Robby with Alulis, Jeff
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-316-24334-6  

The Doors guitarist reminisces about 
music and life in the fast lane.

Krieger’s story of fragmented 
“moments” and “sensations” reads like it 

was dictated into a tape recorder. Regardless, rock fans will be 
looking for substance rather than style, and the author provides 
enough. A Southern California kid, he writes about dealing with 
poor eyesight, vandalism, and drugs. Then, bang, he supposes 
he should recount the “infamous” 1967 New Haven concert 
when a drunk, raucous Jim Morrison was arrested on stage, a 

“moment of double-edged mythmaking that affected everything 
from then on.” Then, abruptly, Krieger moves on with his life 
story. Trading his acoustic guitar for an electric “was a major 
turning point in my life.” When he first met the itinerant Mor-
rison, a “shaky-voiced, corduroy-clad introvert,” Krieger was 
unimpressed. John Densmore said they were starting a band; 
they had a deal with Columbia Records (which fell through) and 
a few songs. They worked for months on “Light My Fire,” their 
first hit and by far the most lucrative. For “Love Me Two Times,” 
Krieger contributed words and music, which he borrowed from 
a John Koerner song. Morrison welcomed the collaboration, 
and early shows at the “always-packed, scene-making” Whis-
key a Go Go gave the band a chance to jell and for Morrison 
to transform his shyness into a “complete, unflinching hon-
esty.” Signing with Elektra in 1966 was their first step to success. 
Krieger capsulizes their first two albums as “fun and fast” and 

“experimental and exciting.” Waiting for the Sun was a “chore,” 
and The Soft Parade was recorded when Morrison’s “drinking was 

“The Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and 
longtime Trump-watcher delivers enough 

charges to fuel a few hundred indictments.”
the big cheat
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at its peak.” Throughout, the author chronicles Morrison’s alco-
holism and drug problems. In 1971, L.A. Woman “showed that 
we still had something to offer.” Musicians will enjoy reading 
about Krieger’s composing process and will likely be unsur-
prised that he calls Oliver Stone’s Doors film “laughable as a 
historical artifact.”

Krieger’s dry, chatty, wistful memoir will appeal primarily 
to Doors’ aficionados.

GLORIOUS BEEF
The LaFrieda Family and the 
Evolution of the American 
Meat Industry
LaFrieda, Pat with Molinari, Cecilia
Ecco/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-06-296670-4  

A full-throated celebration of red 
meat from one of the nation’s major 
purveyors.

“My family has worked through wars,” writes LaFrieda, “the 
Great Depression, the tumultuous years when New York City 
was dubbed Fear City, the fall of the Twin Towers, unprece-
dented hurricanes, and even a pandemic, and we’re still going 
strong.” That history began more than a century ago with a small 
butcher shop in Flatbush; now it involves scores of employees, a 
fleet of vehicles, and an extensive supply chain. LaFrieda over-
saw much of this expansion, building on business opportunities 
by which he contacted producers and had bespoke organic beef 
raised just for him, then sold it at favorable rates to New York’s 
best restaurants. The author offers a few interesting menus 
and a few useful tips—e.g., “Never pepper your steak before 
searing or grilling.” But the true meat of his book is a study of 
how beef is brought from farm to table as well as an account 
of commercial success that deserves a place on any business 
school syllabus. The author emphasizes the importance of a 
diversified clientele: “If you have only one enormous account 
and that place happens to shut down, it could mean the end of 
your business.” During the pandemic, LaFrieda had to cut his 
staff by more than 40%, a crushing loss. “It took years to build 
our army of 180 employees,” he writes, “and my big high in life 
is to create jobs, not to take them away.” Of particular inter-
est are LaFrieda’s arguments against meatless beef; though its 
purveyors claim a lower carbon footprint than farmed beef, he 
wonders whether they’re taking into account the industrial oils 
that they use. He also reveals that it’s cattle burps, not farts, 
that are introducing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, and 
then only a tiny percentage.

Vegans will blanch at some of LaFrieda’s arguments and 
descriptions, but meat lovers will find plenty of protein here.

THE CENTRIST SOLUTION
How We Made Government 
Work and Can Make It 
Work Again
Lieberman, Joseph I.
Diversion Books (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-63576-904-3  

A longtime senator and former vice 
presidential nominee suggests a way to 
make government work.

Former Connecticut senator Lieberman draws on his 
40-year career to advocate for centrism as a way to overcome 
insidious partisanship. “America’s freedom, security, and pros-
perity,” he writes, “depend on a healthy political center, a center 
that avoids chaotic and self-destructive extremes and instead 
produces progress and stability.” Reprising successes and fail-
ures, he ends each chapter with “Lessons for Centrists.” The 
passage of the Clean Air Act in 1990, for example, taught him 
that “sometimes a higher purpose can motivate great legisla-
tive accomplishments.” The act received bipartisan support 
because most members of Congress “could see that the result of 
not doing so would be thousands of premature deaths in Amer-
ica and the destruction of some beautiful natural resources.” As 
a freshman senator, Lieberman joined the Democratic Leader-
ship Council, whose aims were “to move the Democratic Party 
back to the center” and “to reconnect the Party to middle-class 
America.” The author praises Bill Clinton for his alliance with 
Newt Gingrich, enabling passage of the Balanced Budget Act 
and Criminal Justice Reform Bill. Lieberman’s reputation as 
a centrist made Al Gore tap him as running mate, and Gore’s 
loss taught Lieberman that the Electoral College needs to be 
repealed. Partisanship—fueled by Gore’s defeat—deepened 
after the 9/11 attacks and has not abated. After losing a pri-
mary in 2006, Lieberman learned “that American politics had 
changed.” As an Independent, he won reelection: “Third par-
ties,” he writes, “are a good way to disrupt the partisan duo-
poly of Democrats and Republicans.” He now serves as chair 
of No Labels, an organization founded in 2010, which endorses 
centrist candidates and has given rise to the bipartisan House 
Problem Solvers Caucus. Centrism, he concedes, “is not a new 
wonder drug” but a possible step to functioning government.

A heartfelt plea to legislators and the constituents who 
elect them.
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THE REDEMPTION OF 
BOBBY LOVE
A Story of Faith, Family, 
and Justice
Love, Bobby & Love, Cheryl with 
Tharps, Lori L.
Mariner Books (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-358-56605-2  

An escaped convict tells how he hid 
his prison break from his wife and others 

until the authorities busted him decades later.
By most outward appearances, Bobby Love was a good 

father and husband—a hardworking and unpretentious man 
who taught Sunday school, coached his sons’ teams, and went 
to parent-teacher conferences. Then, in 2015, the NYPD and 
FBI raided his apartment; as his stunned wife watched, they 
arrested him for an armed robbery he had committed more 
than 40 years earlier in North Carolina. In alternating chapters 
in this stranger-than-fiction but largely believable dual memoir, 
the Loves recall their pre- and post-raid lives and how Bobby 
earned parole and a measure of redemption after the media 
publicized his case. Born Walter Miller in 1950, Bobby was 
raised by a single mother after his abusive father died when he 
was 9. As a teenager, he robbed credit unions at gunpoint partly 
because “I still had no image of myself leading an honest life. I 
had no idea what that would look like.” Imprisoned for one of 
his heists, he jumped off a road-crew bus and fled to New York. 
He took a new name, married Cheryl, and often worked two 
jobs to support his family, getting up at 4 a.m. to take a sub-
way from Brooklyn to a job in the Bronx. When the law finally 
caught up with him, he was an ailing 64-year-old who faced the 
possibility of spending the rest of his life behind bars. That he 
won his freedom owes much to Cheryl’s love and faith in his 
basic goodness and to his apparently sincere regrets and efforts 
to go straight. A hopeful message (“stay positive and focused”) 
and simple and direct storytelling should give this book a strong 
crossover appeal for the young adult market.

A warmhearted story of an ex-con’s long and winding road 
to an honest life.

I KEEP TRYING TO CATCH 
HIS EYE
A Memoir of Loss, Grief, 
and Love
Maisel, Ivan
Hachette (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-306-92574-0  

A chronicle of the heartbreaking 
aftermath of a son’s suicide.

In February 2015, Maisel, a sports-
writer who spent a 20-year career covering college football 
for ESPN, learned that his son Max, a college junior, was 

missing, his car found abandoned near a lake in upstate New 
York. Soon it became clear that Max, who had long suffered 
from emotional problems, had killed himself. Maisel’s raw, 
moving memoir is both a tribute to Max and an anatomical dis-
section of a father’s grief. Unable, and unwilling, to “move on,” 
Maisel learned to coexist with grief by understanding it as an 
expression of love. “Seeing grief as love helped me handle its all-
consuming nature,” Maisel writes. “Seeing grief as love made it 
seem less alien, less painful.” Yet he was beset by guilt over not 
being able to rescue his son from the depression and hopeless-
ness that led to his death. Although a psychologist assured him 

“there’s zero, zero, zero, zero chance” that someone intent on 
suicide can be stopped, the author could not help but feel com-
plicit. His denial about the seriousness of his son’s problems, he 
reflects, was “partly rooted in my genuine faith that he would 
ultimately succeed, and mostly rooted in my fear of admitting 
to myself how desperate his mental condition might be.” Max 
exhibited problems even as a young child. He had few friends 
(“my memories of Max are of him alone,” Maisel writes), and 
he had physical difficulties: “He never slept well. Ever. He had 
trouble gripping a pencil, which led to handwriting that started 
out hard to decipher and never improved. He had the most 
ear infections.” Sadly, he saw the world as “half empty.” As the 
author recounts the years since Max’s death, he acknowledges 
ways that he, his family, his connection to his work, and his view 
of the world have all changed—though “the permanence of the 
loss” remains.

An intimate chronicle of abiding love.

THE POWER OF GEOGRAPHY
Ten Maps That Reveal the 
Future of Our World
Marshall, Tim
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-982178-62-8  

The author of Prisoners of Geography 
(2015) follows up with an elucidating sur-
vey of 10 regions whose demographics, 
economics, and politics will affect the 

future of the planet.
Geography is not necessarily fate, but it is more important, 

insists Marshall, than individual politicians. Consider Australia, 
he writes in the first chapter: It sits 5,000 miles from Africa, 
more than 7,000 miles from South America, and more than 
2,500 miles from its supposed neighbor, New Zealand. The 
isolation of the island continent once allowed it to maintain a 
small White settler population and conduct genocidal wars on 
Indigenes largely unseen. Today, connected by air and sea routes 
and communication lines, it is “a territorially huge, Western-
oriented, advanced democracy” that sits next door to China, 

“the world’s most economically and militarily powerful dicta-
torship.” This makes Australia a bulwark. What of Iran? Will 
it ever become a world power, as it was in the days of Darius 
and Xerxes? Hemmed in by mountains, “Iran’s main centers of 

“An intimate chronicle of abiding love.”
i  keep trying to catch his eye



population are widely dispersed and, until recently, poorly con-
nected. Even now, only half of the country’s roads are paved.” 
This dispersal favors ethnic and cultural diversity, and Iran’s 
overwhelmingly young population is beginning to resist a fun-
damentalist ideology “more in tune with the sixteenth century 
than the twenty-first.” Regional rival Saudi Arabia contains vast 
resources of oil, a commodity that is increasingly less important 
than before, so much so that much of the vast sandy peninsula 
remains unexplored. The U.K. is another region that, Marshall 
projects, will become less important in world affairs as the 
U.S. looks to the Pacific rather than Europe. The author also 
considers the secondary effects of the movement for Scottish 
independence and, of course, China, with designs everywhere 
around the world, especially in a developing Sahel—and, signifi-
cantly, in space, where it is vying with Russia to be the first to 
build lunar bases.

Geopolitics wonks will find Marshall’s prognostications to 
be reasonable, believable, and capably rendered.

THE CHANCELLOR 
The Remarkable 
Odyssey Of 
Angela Merkel
Marton, Kati
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-5011-9262-3  

A glowing biography of the famously 
cautious yet effective chancellor of 
Germany.

Marton, A Hungarian-born American foreign correspon-
dent, clearly admires Angela Merkel (b. 1954), who has served 
as chancellor since 2005 and was hailed in a 2020 Pew Research 
poll as “the world’s most trusted leader, regardless of gender.” 
The author marvels especially at Merkel’s early years in East 
Germany, where her pastor father joined the call to serve the 
socialist East by moving his family from Hamburg to the rural 
hamlet of Templin, in the heart of the Soviet-occupied Demo-
cratic Republic of Germany. Indoctrinated in school, sealed 
off from the West by border walls in 1961, and spied on by her 
neighbors for the state security police, Merkel toed the line and 
kept a low profile while excelling at physics, first in Leipzig and 
then in East Berlin. With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, she 
embraced a new profession: politics. When the East German 
DA party merged with the West German CDU, she became the 
mentee of the powerful Helmut Kohl. Working her way steadily 
up the ranks, Merkel ultimately assumed leadership of her party 
after Kohl left office. Unglamorous by choice, workmanlike to a 
fault, and used to sidestepping male egos, Merkel proved herself 
to be a deft civil servant and leader, especially in opening Ger-
many’s borders to refugees in 2015 despite the backlash. “Her 
political rise,” writes Marton, “would be fueled by self-control, 
strategic thinking, and, when necessary, passive aggression.” 
Merkel’s determination to bolster Europe’s cohesion with 
French president Emmanuel Macron’s help and to strengthen 

ties between Europe and the U.S., despite opposition and/or 
apathy from the Trump administration, form her lasting legacy. 
Though the text is somewhat short on criticism, Marton clearly 
knows her subject and writes smoothly, pulling back the curtain 
on an enigmatic, significant world figure.

A human portrait more than a political one that amply cap-
tures the essence of a moral, determined leader.

THE ELECTRICITY OF EVERY 
LIVING THING
One Woman’s Walk in the 
Wild To Find Her Way Home
May, Katherine
Melville House  (274 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-61219-960-3  

A vital chronicle of a rocky journey.
In 2015, nearly 38, English essayist 

and fiction writer May decided to walk 
the “difficult, craggy and bloody-minded” South West Coast 
Path in England, a 630-mile trek. Sometimes accompanied by 
her husband, their toddler son, or a friend, she aimed to cover 
25 miles per month for 18 months, spending nights at home. The 
trip, she hoped, would allow an escape from daily constraints, 
a space for her mind to soar, and also a chance to make sense 
of herself. (In this vein, readers may recall Raynor Winn’s 2019 
book, The Salt Path.) In her candid, intimate memoir, May 
recounts two challenging journeys: one, a physical crossing of 
rugged terrain; the other, a sensitive probing into the reality of 
an atypical mind. Hypersensitive to noise, crowds, and “unruly 
movement,” May has always been beset by a sense that people 

“carry electricity,” transmitting “a current that surges around my 
body until I’m exhausted.” She sees the world as if “through a 
fairground mirror, where the signals get warped and mangled so 
that they’re sickening.” Feeling she was different, even as a child, 
she “watched, carefully, the way that other people behaved, and 
mimicked it precisely.” She was “addicted to passing,” and she 
found relief when she was alone on the trail. “Perhaps walk-
ing,” she thinks, “is the only place where I don’t have to pass.” 
Her efforts “to construct an acceptable personality,” though, 
left her feeling disconnected from her “real self.” Then one day, 
three months into her journey, listening to a radio talk about 
symptoms of Asperger’s, May felt a shock of recognition—and 
an explanation for the behaviors and emotions that had long 
confused and troubled her. “The truth is,” she writes, “that the 
label of ASD helps me to make a better account of myself, and 
to finally find a mirror in which I can recognise my own face.”

A graceful memoir of startling self-discovery.
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TO GOVERN THE GLOBE
World Orders & 
Catastrophic Change
McCoy, Alfred W.
Haymarket Books (380 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64259-578-9  

An ambitious effort to discern pat-
terns in the rise and fall of world empires.

“In the four thousand years since the 
first empire appeared,” writes McCoy, 

the chair of the history department at the University of Wis-
consin, “the world has witnessed a continuous succession of 
some 200 [empires], of which 70 were large or lasting.” Granted 
that many of those empires have faded into historical limbo, 
that’s an impressive record of political organization. One plank 
on which empires found their power is not often considered: 
energy and its flows and control. In this regard, McCoy consid-
ers the transfer of world dominion from Great Britain to the 
U.S. in the 20th century. After World War II, the U.S. controlled 
a vast inventory of energy resources and was directed by a for-
ward-thinking, world-embracing governing class, as against 
Britain’s “leaders from its insular landed aristocracy, animated 
by a sense of racial superiority.” Less than a century later, the 
American empire is giving way to a new world order headed by 
China. “While Washington was spilling its blood and treasure 
into desert sands,” writes the author, “Beijing had been invest-
ing much of its accumulated trade surplus in the integration of 
the ‘world island’ of Africa, Asia, and Europe into an economic 
powerhouse.” China’s leaders play a very long game, with energy 
and raw materials capture being key features in a time of cata-
strophic climate change and upheaval. McCoy is not entirely 
successful in forging the general theory of empires promised at 
the outset of his book, and he might have better confined his 
argument to the U.S. and China from the start. This rivalry—
and soon, inevitable transfer of power—is, after all, at the 
heart of his argument, and McCoy’s account is compelling as 
he details our frittering away of political influence and fiscal 
treasure while China has been busy building a superior navy and 

“the world’s largest high-speed rail system.”
Sometimes diffuse but with many provocative observa-

tions on world history and its present twists.

LIFE IS SIMPLE 
How Occam’s Razor 
Set Science Free and 
Shapes the Universe
McFadden, Johnjoe
Basic (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5416-2044-5  

The profound influence of Occam’s 
razor on the development of science, 
from astronomy to zoology.

Occam’s razor, the brainchild of Franciscan friar William of 
Occam, states that “entities should not be multiplied beyond 
necessity.” Models, theories, and hypotheses should be shaved 
to their essentials—keep it simple. “Simplicity,” writes McFad-
den in this meaty, historically colorful account, “is…what sepa-
rates science from the myriad other ways of making sense of the 
world.” Indeed, simplicity “is not just a tool of science alongside 
experimentation, it is as central to science as numbers are to 
mathematics or notes to music.” The author follows the razor 
through “a selective account of key ideas and innovations that 
exemplify its importance and illustrate its use.” With flair and 
accessibility, McFadden walks readers through Occam’s many 
intellectually revolutionary ideas, from his refusal to multiply 
Aristotle’s universals to his disagreement with Thomas Aquinas 
over the scientific nature of theology. For Occam, hypotheses 
were provisional and probabilistic, vulnerable to disproof. He 
was also a believer in apostolic poverty and felt that greed gave 
rise to the subjective right of ownership, then laws to protect 
ownership, and then rulers to enforce the laws of ownership, 
thus perverting the natural state that should guide the human 
condition. (This section features particularly illuminating and 
vivid writing.) Occam did not insist that the world was simple, 
nor that all simplicities are the same; rather, when we engage in 
reasoning about a particular scenario, we should not multiply 
the various aspects involved “beyond necessity.” McFadden also 
smoothly integrates elements of spirituality into his historical 
discussion, from Franciscan beliefs to the philosophy of Coper-
nicus, “whose trust in simplicity was well rewarded,” writes the 
author. “With Occam’s razor in hand, even mystics, like Coper-
nicus, could find the path toward modern science.”

A dense, provocative, and satisfying foray into the history 
of science.

SORRY NOT SORRY
Milano, Alyssa
Dutton (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-18329-8  

Essays on current political topics by 
a high-profile actor and activist.

Milano explains in an introduction 
that she began writing this uneven col-
lection while dealing with a severe case 
of Covid-19 and suffering from “persis-

tent brain fog.” In the first essay, “On Being Unapologetically 
Fucked Up,” the author begins by fuming over a February 2019 
incident in which she compared MAGA caps worn by high 
school kids to KKK hoods. She then runs through a grab bag of 
flash-point news items (police shootings, border crimes, sexual 
predators in government), deploying the F-bomb with abandon 
and concluding, “What I know is that fucked up is as funda-
mental a state of the world as night and day. But I know there 
is better. I know that ‘less fucked up’ is a state we can live in.” 
The second essay, “Believe Women,” discusses Milano’s semi-
nal role in the MeToo movement; unfortunately, it is similarly 

“A dense, provocative, and satisfying foray 
into the history of science.”

life is simple



conversational in tone and predictable in content. One of the 
few truly personal essays, “David,” about the author’s marriage, 
refutes the old saw about love meaning never having to say 
you’re sorry, replacing it with “Love means you can suggest a 
national sex strike and your husband doesn’t run away scream-
ing.” Milano assumes, perhaps rightly, that her audience is com-
posed of followers and fans; perhaps these readers will know 
what she is talking about in the seemingly allegorical “By Any 
Other Name,” about her bad experience with a certain rose-
bush. “Holy shit, giving birth sucked,” begins one essay. “Words 
are weird, right?” begins the next. “Welp, this is going to piss 
some of you off. Hang in there,” opens a screed about cancel 
culture—though she’s entirely correct that “it’s childish, divi-
sive, conceited, and Trumpian to its core.” By the end, however, 
Milano’s intelligence, compassion, integrity, and endurance 
somewhat compensate for her lack of literary polish.

The choir is sure to enjoy this impassioned preaching on 
familiar progressive themes.

FLESH & BLOOD 
Reflections on 
Infertility, Family, and 
Creating a Bountiful Life
Moss, N. West
Algonquin (320 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64375-070-5  

A moving, well-rendered portrait of 
the seriously ailing artist.

Moss starts the first chapter with 
a definition of the word exsanguinate, chronicling how she 
was literally bleeding out in her creative writing class. From 
that bloody beginning, the author delivers an engaging, even 
charming memoir. At 52, she had known the grief of miscar-
riage and infertility for a decade, partly alleviated by her hus-
band’s excellent suggestion: “Hey, what if we just tried to be 
happy anyway? I mean we can’t make the sadness go away, but 
maybe we can be happy too, at the same time?” Her alarm-
ing bleeding only increased in severity, opening a long season 
of incapacity, surgery, recovery, relapse, and, finally, healing. 
Throughout, it feels like Moss is taking our hands and allowing 
us to accompany her on this journey. Her careful, lovely sen-
tences and good-humored and thoughtful observations seem 
to be as much a part of her healing as her 84-year-old mother, 
who came to care for her, her kind, hardworking husband, and 
the team of doctors she sees so often: “It gets so that I am 
comfortable having a room full of men bending down between 
my legs and looking in there like I am a car with my hood up. 
Get so comfortable in fact that I feel like I could walk around 
the doctor’s office half-naked and not feel self-conscious.” 
Another key figure is the author’s late grandmother, whom she 
only knew for one year when she was 6 years old but whose 
memory inspires warmth and peace to this day. As in Jackie 
Polzin’s recent novel Brood, to which this book is similar in 
spirit, the natural world plays an important role, but here, 

instead of chickens, there is a praying mantis named Claude 
and several cats, both domestic and feral.

A healing balm, this inviting memoir lights a path through 
grief and illness.

WHERE THE DEER AND THE 
ANTELOPE PLAY
The Pastoral Observations of 
One Ignorant American Who 
Loves To Walk Outside
Offerman, Nick
Dutton (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-101-98469-7  

The genially sardonic actor and 
comedian recounts occasionally misbe-

gotten, always laugh-inducing travels.
Offerman opens his latest book, at times reminiscent of 

the work of British traveler Redmond O’Hanlon, with a gimlet 
eye on billboards that proclaim the planks of fundamentalist 
Christianity. “I don’t feel the need,” he writes, “to erect a sign 
in my yard proclaiming ‘BEEF TALLOW IS THE FUCKING 
BOSS.’ ” Offerman entertainingly chronicles his travels in the 
Montana Rockies with two perhaps unlikely companions, nov-
elist George Saunders and musician Jeff Tweedy. Well-known as 
a fine woodworker, Offerman contrasts his love of fancy gear, 
a love shared by Tweedy, with Saunders’ asceticism: “It was his 
water bottle that made me realize how his whole gear vibe was 
screaming ‘unassuming pragmatism.’ ” Saunders got in a little 
less trouble than the other two as they hiked along the sheer 
cliffs of Glacier National Park, a place that prompts the author 
to meditate on the history and fate of public lands: “We three 
middle-aged white guys, ever aware of our privilege, had taken 
pretty full advantage of the recreation available in the glorious 
acreage that some other white guys had set aside for just that 
purpose.” After a side journey among craftspeople and farmers 
in the English Midlands, where he gamely tried to build a stone 
wall in the old way, he took off on a Covid-evading RV road trip 
with wife and fellow actor Megan Mullally, a journey fraught 
with encounters with the denizens of the recent film Nomadland. 

“When it comes to navigating RV parks and their gatekeepers,” 
he notes, “there is a substantial culture of unwritten laws of the 
jungle.” Offerman’s forays into social criticism are sometimes 
sharp but never elitist even as he professes disdain for the Jan. 6 
crowd and its “batshit mouthpiece,” the pillow king.

A hoot and a half for fans of sometimes-hapless wandering.
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ROGUES’ GALLERY
The Birth of Modern Policing 
and Organized Crime in 
Gilded Age New York
Oller, John
Dutton (528 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5247-4565-3  

A popular historical study of the rise 
of metropolitan policing in late-19th-
century New York City.

One of the great benefits of living in America is that people 
can reinvent themselves pretty much at will. Take William Dev-
ery (1854-1919), a former police official who was “as shameless a 
political hack as could be found within the police force.” Finally 
ousted from his job after a career that embarrassed even the 
excessively corrupt denizens of Tammany Hall, Devery took 
his graft-gotten gains and bought the baseball team that would 
become the New York Yankees. Just so, an Italian gangland leader 
gave up one branch of racketeering for another, changing his 
name and becoming a strong-arm union boss. So it is with many 
of the whirling cast of characters in Oller’s book, which begins 
with an account of reform-minded cops during and after the Civil 
War who took on a stellar cast of murderers and miscreants, from 
the Five Points Irish gangs to a Staten Island dentist of homicidal 
bent. The author’s account is careful and circumstantial, though 
it could have used some streamlining to wrestle it down to a more 
manageable length. But there are plenty of memorable episodes 
and players. One of the best of them is a former chief named 
Thomas Byrnes, a good man at the right time who was relieved 
of his duties by a police commissioner even more bent on reform: 
future president Theodore Roosevelt. For crime buffs, Oller 
delivers ample murder and mayhem as well as organizational 
notes for students of criminology, with commentary on such 
things as interrogation techniques and the reasons why homicide 
units are distributed among the boroughs rather than centralized. 
The author is also good on the evolution of organized crime in 
various ethnic enclaves, including the loose Black Hand and the 
more hierarchical Mafia in Little Italy and the Jewish and Irish 
gangs of the Lower East Side.

Overlong but with some fine moments of cops-and-rob-
bers and cops-and-politicos action throughout.

THESE PRECIOUS DAYS 
Essays
Patchett, Ann
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-0-06-309278-5  

In a series of essays, the beloved nov-
elist opens the door and invites you into 
her world.

As she herself is aware, Patchett has 
a gift for friendship—never clearer than 

in the magical and heartbreaking title essay, which made the 
rounds from friend to friend by way of texted links when origi-
nally published in Harper’s during the pandemic. (If you haven’t 
read it yet, get ready for Tom Hanks, Kundalini yoga, cancer 
treatment, and a profound yearning to be a guest in Patchett’s 
Nashville home.) Like This Is the Story of a Happy Marriage (2013), 
this book contains a mixture of occasional essays and profound 
ones, all previously published. Patchett includes the text of a 
wonderful lecture on her “feral” experience in graduate school 
in Iowa and an introduction written for the collected stories of 
Eudora Welty that seems as perfect as the stories themselves. In 
addition to family and friendship—“Three Fathers” and “Flight 
Plan” are standouts in this category—several essays deal with 
aspects of the writing life. The author explores the process of 
managing one’s papers and offers various angles on how one 
comes to the vocation of literature. “Influence,” she writes, “is a 
combination of circumstance and luck: what we are shown and 
what we stumble upon in those brief years when our hearts and 
minds are fully open.” Patchett also writes delightfully about 
Snoopy, the cartoon beagle and would-be novelist, first among 
her literary influences. Toward the end of the book, Patchett 
digs into Updike, Bellow, and Roth. Perhaps a few of the slighter 
pieces could have been left out, but even those have great lines 
and interesting paragraphs. A bracingly testy essay about the 
author’s decision not to have children will give readers crucial 
pointers on conversational gambits to avoid should you ever get 
that houseguest invitation.

An enviable life shared with candor, emotion, and knock-
out storytelling power. 

MISS DIOR
A Story of Courage 
and Couture
Picardie, Justine
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (448 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-374-21035-9  

A fashion historian searches for an 
elusive woman.

Renowned couturier Christian Dior 
named his signature perfume Miss Dior, 

honoring his sister Catherine (1917-2008). Although British 
novelist, fashion historian, and memoirist Picardie, author of a 
well-received biography of Coco Chanel, tries to maintain the 
focus on Catherine, her life becomes subsumed within a sweep-
ing history of war, French politics, and fashion. Surely, Cathe-
rine experienced a tumultuous few years. Alongside her married 
lover, she joined the French Resistance, tasked with gathering 
information on the movements of German troops and warships. 
She was arrested, tortured, and imprisoned but never revealed 
the identities of other Resistance members. In August 1944, she 
was sent to a German concentration camp for women and, a 
month later, was transported to a labor camp, then another, to 
work in munitions factories. In April 1945, she escaped from 
a death march and made her way back to Paris. Despite the 

“An enviable life shared with candor, emotion, 
and knockout storytelling power.”

these precious days



privations of war, Paris couture was thriving, with Dior a ris-
ing star. The revenue of couture houses rose from 67 million 
francs in 1941 to more than 463 million in 1943. Malnourished 
and weak, Catherine was beset by psychological symptoms: 

“insomnia, nightmares, memory loss, anxiety and depression,” 
and a need for isolation. For a while, she shared her brother’s 
luxurious Paris apartment, then moved with her lover to their 
own home near the flower shop they ran. They spent summers 
in Provence in a house Catherine had inherited from her fam-
ily. She did not adopt the extravagant, romantic New Look for 
which her brother became famous. Described as stoic, quiet, 
and unemotional by her godson, whom Picardie talked with, 
Catherine was “invisible to Christian’s acolytes.” The book is 
generously illustrated with family and historical photographs, 
Dior’s drawings, and fashion images, and Picardie interweaves a 
sensitive narrative of her search for Catherine as she follows the 

“echoing footfall of a disappearing girl.”
A well-informed rendering of dramatic times.

TIME FOR SOCIALISM
Dispatches From a World on 
Fire, 2016-2021
Piketty, Thomas
Trans. by Couper, Kristin
Yale Univ. (360 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-300-25966-7  

The noted French economist makes 
the case for overhauling the global econ-
omy to provide greater equality.

“In a large-scale federal community, bound by agreements 
on the free movement of goods, people, and capital, it is logi-
cal to entrust a central government with the key role for the 
taxes, ensuring the greatest redistribution.” So writes Piketty in 
a statement guaranteed to induce howling fits in strict libertar-
ians. Advocating a technocratic, even bureaucratic socialism in 
this collection of columns from Le Monde, the author builds a 
careful case. The world hasn’t become poorer, writes Piketty, but 
the world’s governments have, thanks to a widespread program 
of corporate tax breaks and other economic concessions to peo-
ple who do not need them. This immiseration of government 
has significant effects, one of the most visible of which is an 
impoverishment of the educational system. Inequality results 
from the fact that private wealth has been rising far faster than 
public wealth has been declining. “There is absolutely no sense 
in making tax gifts to groups who are old and wealthy and have 
already done very well in recent decades,” Piketty argues sensi-
bly. He urges governments to impose both hefty estate taxes and 
far higher graduated income taxes, and he also suggests that at 
the age of 25, young people be given outright grants of $150,000 
or so to help lift them up in the marketplace and encourage 
innovation and economic diversity. With such a boost, it would 
be possible for those young people to start their own businesses 
and take risks instead of settling in desperation for whatever job 
comes along. Piketty’s arguments are piecemeal and sometimes 

written as if for fellow economists, with his proposed reforms 
coming one after another. Readers might have found it more 
useful had he used his columns as a mine for a more coherent 
argument rather than reprinting. Still, each page offers an inter-
esting provocation.

Readers of like-minded political bent will find Piketty’s 
arguments powerful, if a touch arid.

THE GILDED EDGE
Two Audacious Women and 
the Cyanide Love Triangle 
That Shook America
Prendergast, Catherine
Dutton (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-18292-5  

An examination of the issues sur-
rounding an apparent love triangle that 
ended in death.

In this work of narrative nonfiction, Prendergast, a Guggen-
heim fellow and English professor at the University of Illinois, 
investigates the circumstances surrounding the Gilded Age 
suicides of Nora May French, George Sterling, and Carrie Ster-
ling by cyanide ingestion. All three individuals were members 
of a bohemian writing colony located at Carmel-by-the-Sea on 
the Monterey Peninsula in California. With diligent research, 
captivating detail, and a little creative license to fill in the gaps, 
Prendergast chronicles the events that led to the intersection 
of these three lives. The author also explores the myth and illu-
sion associated with the creation of the writing colony, which 
would “become famous for hosting Jack London, Upton Sinclair, 
and Sinclair Lewis.” The text reads like a dramatic novel fueled 
by sex, alcohol, and quests for fame and fortune. The region 
was experiencing a time of expansion and recovery, with the 
rise of the women’s suffrage movement and the upheaval fol-
lowing the catastrophic 1906 earthquake in San Francisco. As 
one personal disappointment seemed to follow another, these 
individuals resolved themselves to their fates. Regarding the 
mythology surrounding the writing colony, Prendergast writes, 

“the photo of London, Sterling, Austin, and Hopper in front of 
the beach house is simply the shot on which the Carmel myth 
is made, reprinted often in books about Carmel’s founding 
and turn-of-the-century Bohemian California….It really does 
seem as if these writers are engaged in spontaneous conversa-
tion.” Periodically, the author interjects herself into the story 
to provide insight regarding the results of her research, particu-
larly in situations in which evidence was difficult to find or had 
seemingly been destroyed by men attempting to preserve their 
reputations.

A well-rendered, tragic tale that speaks to the struggles of 
women trying to find their places in society.
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THE PLANT HUNTER 
A Scientist’s Quest 
for Nature’s Next 
Medicines
Quave, Cassandra Leah 
Viking (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-984879-11-0  

Searching for new drugs in old 
folkways.

Ethnobotanist and microbiologist 
Quave, a professor and herbarium curator at Emory, shares a fas-
cinating account of her development as a scientist, her research 
into the pharmacological potential of plants used in traditional 
medicine, the challenge of balancing work with motherhood, 
and her lifelong struggle with disability and infection. Born 
with a congenital defect that left her right leg underdeveloped—
the fibula was “totally missing”—Quave had her leg amputated 
below the knee when she was 3, resulting in a staph infection 
that would have killed her if not for antibiotics. As she grew up, 
she required 20 more surgeries and often was hospitalized with 
infections. Her health problems made her acutely aware of the 
power of antibiotics and the peril of bacterial resistance. “We’re 
facing a double crisis in the battle against superbugs,” she writes, 

“the loss of effective antibiotics and the cataclysmic failure of 
the economic model that supports their discovery and devel-
opment.” Despite being physically compromised, Quave has 
mounted research expeditions to rugged, biodiverse hot spots 
around the world in search of some of the 33,443 plant species 
used in medicine; of these, she notes, no more than a few hun-
dred have been rigorously investigated. The author details the 
painstaking process of gathering, transporting, preparing, and 
analyzing plant samples to test whether or not ethnobotani-
cal research actually could lead to discovery of drugs. She also 
describes the arduous competition for grant money, where 
being a woman often put her at a disadvantage. Throughout her 
career, Quave has encountered bullying, sexism, and outright 
sexual harassment, and her scientific accomplishments have 
been undervalued. Science, she notes with regret, has become 
a “blood sport” among powerful men. Without generous fund-
ing for research into superbugs and infectious diseases, Quave 
warns, humans will find themselves increasingly at the mercy of 
viruses and bacteria they cannot control.

A highly compelling—and alarming—memoir.

RAISING OLLIE
How My Nonbinary Art-
Nerd Kid Changed (Nearly) 
Everything I Know
Rademacher, Tom
Univ. of Minnesota (200 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5179-1173-7  

A personal and educational explora-
tion of raising a nonbinary child.

 Ollie, an advanced-learning grade-
school student, had much to teach everyone in their circle 
when they declared themselves nonbinary. Rademacher, a pub-
lic schoolteacher, and his wife, Becca, a therapist, admit that 
they have enjoyed enough privilege to negotiate the system and 
access a school designed for gifted students. The author is a self-
described “social justice teacher” in a White suburban school, 
modeling what “a white dude who listened to people of color” 
looks like. His heartfelt encouragement of the growth and edu-
cation of both Ollie and his own students shows clearly why 
he was named Minnesota Teacher of the Year in 2014, and his 
recognition that even adults struggle with understanding sys-
temic racism makes him an effective advocate for racial equal-
ity. The author’s conversational style and self-deprecating wit 
make his family’s story an easy, engaging read; it’s not merely “a 
whole book about how their kid is, like, super smart and stuff.” 
Rademacher chronicles how Ollie was attracted to the gender-
fluid characters at Denver Comic Con and how he befriended 
digital artists who appeared queer or gender-nonconforming. 
Ollie helped their parents and peers adapt to new viewpoints, 
which the author admits “took time and practice.” Meanwhile, 
Rademacher was challenged with educating “hyperprivileged” 
White suburbanites in the aftermath of the nearby police shoot-
ing of Philando Castile in 2016. The author devotes chapters to 
his reasons for stances on such issues as gifted education (“What 
do we do with smart kids?”), sex education, and student activ-
ism. But, quite rightly, he gives his book’s last words to Ollie, 
from a speech they present to educators about gender identity. 

“I love it when people ask, ‘What are your pronouns?’ or ‘What 
do you identify as?’ not ‘Are you a boy or a girl?’ even though I 
love the surprise on their faces when I plainly say, ‘No.’ The only 
reason I care is that I don’t want to explain every, single, time.” 

A fine introduction to nonbinary gender identity, courtesy 
of a child and their supportive parents.

“A highly compelling—and alarming—memoir.”
the plant hunter



THE UNSEEN BODY
A Doctor’s Journey Through 
the Hidden Wonders of 
Human Anatomy
Reisman, Jonathan
Flatiron Books (224 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-250-24662-2  

A physician describes his travels and 
adventures while educating us about our 
body parts.

Reisman presents 15 compelling, sometimes scattershot 
chapters that mix personal experiences with lessons on anat-
omy—e.g., organs (lungs, heart, brain), fluids (blood, mucus, 
feces), and regions (genitals, throat, digits)—and even readers 
familiar with college biology will enjoy the experience. The 
author provides clear explanations of how blood must circulate, 
food enter and move steadily from one end of the body to the 
other, and urine, mucus, bile, and air flow smoothly. “A physi-
cian’s task in treating disease,” he writes, “is to alleviate block-
ages and allow fluids to resume their proper motion. In other 
words, most of the practice of medicine is plumbing.” Doctors 
spend much of their day dealing with a leak or “a clog stopping 
up the flow of some fluid sloshing through the body’s corpo-
real pipes.” The author delivers his lessons in a few pages before 
taking up subjects that fascinate him, a strategy that mostly 
works. Frostbite and finger injuries, with which Reisman has 
long experience, take up most of the discussion of digits, while 
in the chapter on blood, the author discusses leeches and how 
they are sometimes applied to skin grafts to prevent veins from 
clotting. In another chapter, Reisman chronicles the liver’s role 
in metabolism, a patient in the terrible throes of liver failure 
who was saved by a transplant, and his initial disgust with his 
relatives’ beloved chopped liver. Curious after studies in medi-
cal school, he took his first taste during Thanksgiving dinner 
and discovered that he liked it. This leads into a section on 
his global travels, many of which involved the consumption of 
various animal parts: kidneys, pancreases, marrow, brain, lungs, 
and even eyeballs. Little is known about the pineal gland in the 
brain except that it seems to regulate sleep, so Reisman writes 
about his sleep-deprived training and the miseries of the hospi-
tal routine on patients and health professionals alike.

Quirky, never-dull popular science.

THE TROUBLE WITH 
WHITE WOMEN
A Counterhistory of 
Feminism
Schuller, Kyla
Bold Type Books (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64503-689-0  

A professor of women’s and gender 
studies faults feminism’s focus on White 
women like Margaret Sanger and Betty 

Friedan and its neglect of activists from marginalized groups.
Schuller melds history and gender theory in a jeremiad 

against “white feminism,” which attracts “people of all sexes, 
races, sexualities, and class backgrounds, though straight, 
white, middle-class women have been its primary architects.” 
In a 200-year “counterhistory of feminism,” the author argues 
fiercely that White, capitalist feminists have furthered their 
own aims while harming minorities or slighting their contri-
butions. The remedy doesn’t lie in practices such as “liberals’ 
favorite elixirs: awareness, diversity, equity, and inclusion.” As 
Schuller notes, “inclusivity within capitalism is a fool’s errand. 
Its core problem is that it presents capitalism as the deliverer 
of equality, when capitalism is actually a chief engine of social 
harm.” The solution consists of an intersectional fight against 

“racism, sexism, and capitalism” led by those mainstream people 
feminism has thrown under a bus, including Black, Indigenous, 
Latinx, poor, LGBTQ+, and other Americans. In each chapter, 
Schuller compares the misguided efforts of a prominent White 
feminist with the more enlightened work of a marginalized 
activist. She begins by contrasting Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s 
opposition to the 15th Amendment with the vision of the poet 
Frances E.W. Harper, who “called out white women for con-
sistently choosing sex over race.” Schuller ends by comparing 
Sheryl Sandberg’s capitalist “leaning in” with the “squadding up” 
of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who ran as a Democratic Social-
ist. Each woman in the book has made vital contributions, but 
some pairings come across as strained efforts to retrofit their 
subjects’ views to conform to 21st-century academic ideals. For 
example, Schuller describes the writers Harriet Jacobs and Zit-
kala-Sa as “intersectional feminists” more than a century before 
that term came into wide use. This book may have high appeal 
for readers who share the author’s anti-capitalist sentiments; 
the unpersuaded are likely to remain so.

A hit-and-miss broadside against two centuries of mis-
steps by mainstream feminists.
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A PLACE LIKE NO OTHER
Discovering the Secrets of 
Serengeti
Sinclair, Anthony R.E. with Beyers, René
Princeton Univ.  (232 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-691-22233-2  

A keystone ecosystem provides les-
sons in how we can save the world from 
ourselves.

Sinclair, a professor emeritus of zool-
ogy at the University of British Columbia, has made a lifetime 
study of the Serengeti, the vast East African ecosystem that 
contains an unrestrained river, expansive grasslands, and low-
growing forests. Inside of this ecosystem, one of the few in the 
world that is nearly unchanged from Pleistocene times, there is 
an astonishing diversity of plant and animal life as well as mas-
sive migrations of herbivore species such as wildebeest, to say 
nothing of elephants, buffalos, zebras, and other creatures. As 
Sinclair notes, the Serengeti has more large-mammal species 
than any other place on the planet and nearly as many bird spe-
cies as can be found in all of Europe. From his studies of the 
interaction of species and their environment, the author dis-
cerns seven principles of regulation that help explain how the 
place works: “the rules that produced the unique features of 
the great Serengeti ecosystem and allowed it to persist.” One 
of the most vexing of these principles to figure out was how 
animal populations grew to optimal size and, for the most part, 
remained at that size over generations, disproving Malthu-
sian demographics. The mechanisms that regulate population 
size are bottom-up, dependent on food supply, and top-down, 
dependent on predators; in healthy operation, they work out 
so that each birth is accompanied by a death, assuring stability. 
Ironically, writes Sinclair, just as this nearly untrammeled eco-
system has lasted for so long without significant damage, the 
government of Kenya, for one, has big plans, including dam-
ming the major river and building roads on the Serengeti plains. 
Both are guaranteed, by Sinclair’s lights, to introduce untoward 
levels of disturbance and disrupt this natural regulation. The 
principles he outlines, including the maintenance of large areas 
of natural habitat and a diverse population, are essential to 

“rewilding” natural ecosystems throughout the world.
An important book for conservationists, land-use plan-

ners, and environmental activists.

THE GOLD MACHINE 
In The Tracks of the 
Mule Dancers
Sinclair, Iain 
Oneworld Publications (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-78607-919-0  

A British writer heads for the South 
American rainforest in search of an elu-
sive ancestor.

Other than Peter Ackroyd, nobody 
knows London better than Sinclair. Here, five decades into a 
distinguished writing career, he ventures farther afield, travel-
ing to Peru on the trail of a Scottish ancestor who sought his for-
tune in coffee. “In some way yet to be defined,” writes Sinclair, 

“I believed that Arthur was out there, in the territory, a hungry 
ghost unconcerned with ‘closure.’ ” He adds, “Too many words, 
too many journeys on trains and planes, left me sick and used 
up.” Yet he felt an obligation to revisit his great-grandfather’s 
old haunts, and the journey recharged him. Traveling with his 
filmmaker daughter—an eminently practical young woman 
who actively sought out local guides and followed local cus-
toms, rather unlike Arthur, who made his way down a vast jun-
gle river in the company of “a pair of duplicitous and drunken 
priests”—Sinclair found himself among Indigenous peoples 
and modern gold-rush looters of wild places, to say nothing 
of stray Sendero Luminoso terrorists and incautious tourists. 
At times, Sinclair approaches the philosophically charged 
anthropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques, and 
William Faulkner is never far away from his mind. The author 
also reflects on Joseph Conrad, Henry James, B. Traven, Wer-
ner Herzog, Arthur Rimbaud, the nature of memory, the state 
of civilization, and, above all, mortality (“grave goods should 
always be returned to the designated dark”)—especially since 
his travels immediately preceded a pandemic that would soon 
devastate the places of which he writes. While his story is 
often tangential and idiosyncratically told, it is packed with 
language of gnomic brilliance: “Knowing ourselves a little 
better with every mile travelled, we also know the savage pull 
of indifference.” A worthy practitioner of the close-scrape 
school of British wandering, Sinclair, as this book makes clear, 
deserves to be much better known abroad.

Fans of travel literature will prize this shimmering account 
of a journey into the past.

“Fans of travel literature will prize this shimmering 
account of a journey into the past.”

the gold machine
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BEING SEEN
One Deafblind Woman’s 
Fight To End Ableism
Sjunneson, Elsa
Tiller Press/Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-982152-37-6  

A combination of personal memoir 
and shrewd examination of the ways in 
which society and media shape our per-
ceptions of disability.

Sjunneson, who identifies as Deafblind, boldly explores 
her life in the context of living in an ableist society. For most 
of her life, she tried to hide her disabilities. Her parents raised 
her as nondisabled, placing her in mainstream classrooms with-
out the use of accommodations or “special needs” services. 
Based on the feedback she received from those around her at 
the time, this route seemed the easier path to take. As Sjunne-
son explains, society wants “us to conform to a standard that 
makes sense to them.” She adds, “the education of a Deafblind 
child is often about how best to conform to the world.” As the 
author describes her life experiences, she is clearly and right-
fully angry. “I have become an expert at lying for abled comfort, 
and it is exhausting,” she writes. “I’ve been trying to unlearn it.” 
Over time, Sjunneson has come to realize that her upbringing 
caused her to miss opportunities to interact with communities 
with similar identities. In attempting to navigate life indepen-
dently, she has felt put on display and has endured an onslaught 
of abuse. She is frequently treated as helpless and has been dis-
couraged from engaging in many activities, including having 
children. Sjunneson blames media tropes for much of society’s 
perception of those who are disabled and spends much of the 
book investigating the depiction of disabled individuals in film 
and literature. As the author stresses, she does not want to be 
pitied or viewed by anyone as an inspiration. “If you are inspired 
to do anything by this book,” she writes, “it should be the work 
of dismantling the ableist system we live in.”

A much-needed wake-up call for the nondisabled world. 

THE BUSINESS OF 
TOMORROW
The Visionary Life of Harry 
Guggenheim: From Aviation 
and Rocketry to the Creation 
of an Art Dynasty
Smillie, Dirk
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64313-420-8  

The eventful life of a very rich man.
Smillie, a former senior reporter for Forbes who also served 

as chief content officer at Guggenheim Partners, offers a lively 
portrait of entrepreneur and philanthropist Harry Guggen-
heim (1890-1971)—cousin of the flamboyant Peggy—a man of 

impressive achievements and staggering wealth. Harry was heir 
to the fortune amassed by his father and uncles, whose global 
empire of mines and smelters gave them control of much of the 
world’s copper and 80% of its silver. In the early 20th century, 
the Guggenheims—like the Rockefellers, Fords, Astors, and 
Vanderbilts—were among the wealthiest families in America. 
Although Harry sat on the board of the family’s business, he 
became deeply enamored of aeronautics, training as a pilot 
and serving in the U.S. Naval Reserve Force during World War 
I. Inspired by Charles Lindbergh’s successful trans-Atlantic 
flight, Harry saw the commercial possibility of “normalizing air 
travel” and generously funded pilot training. Lindbergh became 
a trusted adviser and close friend. In recognition of Harry’s 
aviation initiatives, Popular Science named him the “Godfather 
of Flight.” He also funded the work of aerospace engineer Rob-
ert Goddard, a physics professor whose experiments in rocket-
propelled flight paved the way for America’s space program. By 
1959, Smillie notes, “most of the senior aerospace engineers in 
America were graduates of Guggenheim aviation schools.” The 
author straightforwardly recounts Harry’s public roles and 
political influence: He served as ambassador to Cuba during 
a time of turmoil on the island; bought the ailing Long Island 
newspaper Newsday and, with his third wife, turned it into the 

“most successful suburban daily in the nation”; bought and raced 
thoroughbreds; and oversaw the building and managing of the 
Solomon Guggenheim Museum, which had been his uncle’s 
dream. His three marriages were troubled, and Smillie hints at a 
string of affairs, but the author keeps his focus on Harry’s many 
remunerative passions.

A brisk, well-researched biography.

WOOLGATHERING
Smith, Patti
New Directions (112 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8112-3125-1  

A slim, poetic memoir of Smith’s 
early years.

Originally published in 1992, this 
manuscript was handwritten on graph 
paper when Smith lived with her hus-
band and children near Detroit during a 

time in which she experienced “a terrible and inexpressible mel-
ancholy.” Throughout, the author intersperses vignettes from 
childhood with black-and-white photos. The title stems from 
an exchange with an old man whom children feared; she forgot 
her question but remembers his answer: “They be the woolgath-
erers.” Smith writes, “I was not at all sure what a woolgatherer 
was but it sounded a worthy calling and seemed a good job for 
me. And so I kept watch [and]…wandered among them, through 
thistle and thorn, with no task more exceptional than to rescue 
a fleeting thought, as a tuft of wool, from the comb of the wind.” 
Ardent Smith fans may be enamored with her recollections, 
which range from mourning the family dog’s death to nebulous 
lines such as, “I drifted to a place that seemed more present than 
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myself, sitting, dutifully sewing as my fingers let slip the thread 
and joined my mind, elsewhere.” In verse, she writes, “Careful 
how you bare yer soul / Careful not to bare it all.” In a more con-
crete passage, she declares, “The only thing you can count on is 
change.” The writing elucidates, to some degree, Smith’s artistic 
path, with themes of ritualizing time and space rippling through-
out. After saying prayers, Smith recounts, “on particularly won-
drous nights…something would unzip and I’d be off to be among 
them [the woolgatherers]. I did not run, I’d glide—some feet 
above the grass. This was my secret ability—my crown.” This 
edition includes a new afterword, penned by Smith in 2020, that 
addresses the pandemic as it relates to restricted travel; she com-
bats restlessness by journeying through memories.

Ethereal spins of innocence and enchantment.

ORWELL’S ROSES 
Solnit, Rebecca
Viking (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-08336-9  

A fresh perspective on the iconic 
writer.

 Perhaps the greatest political writer 
of modern times was also an avid gar-
dener. It might seem contrived to build 
a biography around his passion, but this 

is Solnit—a winner of the Kirkus Prize and National Book 
Critics Circle Award, among many other honors—so it suc-
ceeds. Certain that democratic socialism represented the 
only humane political system, Orwell lived among other like-
minded leftists whose shortcomings infuriated him—espe-
cially (most being middle-class) their ignorance of poverty and 
(this being the 1930s and 1940s) their irrational attraction to 
a particularly nasty delusion in Stalin’s regime. “Much of the 
left of the first half of the twentieth century was akin to some-
one who has fallen in love, and whose beloved has become 
increasingly monstrous and controlling,” writes Solnit. “A 
stunning number of the leading artists and intellectuals of that 
era chose to stay with the monster—though unlike an abu-
sive relationship, the victim was for the most part not these 
ardent lovers but the powerless people of the USSR and its 
satellites.” Unlike many idealists, Orwell never assumed that 
it was demeaning to enjoy yourself while remaining attuned 
to the suffering of others, and he made no secret of his love 
of gardening. Wherever he lived, he worked hard to plant a 
large garden with flowers as well as vegetables and fruit. Solnit 
emphasizes this side of his life with frequent detours into hor-
ticultural topics with political lessons. She also chronicles her 
visits to the source of most American flowers: massive green-
house factories in South America, especially Colombia, which 
grows 80% of the roses sold in the U.S. The author grippingly 
describes Stalin’s grotesque plan to improve Soviet food pro-
duction through wacky, quasi-Marxist genetics, and readers 
will be fascinated to learn about artists, writers, and photogra-
phers whose work mixes plants and social reform.

A fine Orwell biography with equally fine diversions into 
his favorite leisure activity.

NEVER SILENT
ACT UP and My Life in 
Activism
Staley, Peter
Chicago Review Press (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64160-142-9  

The dramatic life story of an indis-
pensable AIDS activist.

Despite the fact that the provoca-
tive AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power 

is a radically democratic organization, Staley (b. 1961) was, as 
he acknowledges, one of its “poster boys,” due largely to his 
mediagenic talents. In those early days, ACT UP, which did so 
much to force Republican administrations and the National 
Institutes of Health to fund research to fight HIV, was barbed, 
relentless, and righteously angry. The organization quickly 
garnered national, even global, attention for its innovative 
actions—e.g., infiltrating the floor of the New York Stock 
Exchange in 1989 and unfurling a banner urging the traders to 

“Sell Wellcome,” the pharmaceutical company making a hefty 
profit from AIDS patients; or the 1989 demonstration against 
the Catholic Church’s “anti-condom, gay-bashing, AIDS-
spreading policies” during Mass inside St. Patrick’s Cathedral 
in New York City. Staley was a plucky showman, as evidenced 
by his creation of the memorable stunt of wrapping virulently 
anti-gay Sen. Jesse Helms’ house in a condom. One incident in 
the author’s childhood demonstrates that his showmanship was 
born early: When he was 5, his father taught him how to start 
the family’s lawn mower, and he proceeded to start all the lawn 
mowers on his street, “until a chorus of mowers echoed down 
the block.” His memoir is a gripping, moving text that deserves 
a wide readership, especially now that it’s become clear that 
ACT UP’s innovations have influenced current-day movements 
for social justice in America. Staley’s account arrives close on 
the heels of Sarah Schulman’s Let the Record Show: A Political His-
tory of ACT UP New York, 1987-1993, which pointedly takes the 
spotlight off prominent White gay members of ACT UP like 
Staley and Larry Kramer and places it on lesser-known activists. 
Staley acknowledges his relative privilege but also drives home 
the point that his activism was vital.

A cleareyed, hard-earned, even affectionate recollection of 
a valiant fight against AIDS and bigotry.

“A cleareyed, hard-earned, even affectionate recollection 
of a valiant fight against AIDS and bigotry.”

never silent
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BETWEEN CERTAIN DEATH 
AND A POSSIBLE FUTURE
Queer Writing on Growing Up 
With the AIDS Crisis
Ed. by Sycamore, Mattilda Bernstein
Arsenal Pulp Press (368 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-55152-850-2  

Essays by queer writers who have 
never known a world without AIDS 
show the enormous impact of the global 

crisis across race, class, gender, and ethnicity.
Sycamore sought submissions from a generation “that came 

of age in the midst of the epidemic,” including those who grew 
up after the advent of effective HIV treatments. Even across 
large differences in culture and AIDS education, these essay-
ists were constantly told some variation of “I was going to die 
because I was gay. I was abominable and I was doomed”—as 
Dan Cullinane writes in “Andy Bell Made Me Gay.” However, 
most of these personal narratives end with redemption and sur-
vival. The stories involve overcoming racism (Bryan M. Hold-
man: “Surviving HIV doesn’t mean I will necessarily survive 
Blackness”), classism, misogyny, and homophobia as well as 
stigma surrounding the contraction, diagnosis, and treatment 
of the disease. The collection exposes a wide disparity in AIDS 
education and prevention; more than one writer notes that HIV 
awareness was nonexistent inside the penitentiary system and 
that AIDS was an equal-opportunity killer, striking down young, 
old, poor, rich, White, Black, and everything in-between. More 
than one contributor observes that despite therapeutic cock-
tails and prophylactic measures, AIDS continues to kill, with 
no cure in sight. Like the Covid-19 crisis, the AIDS epidemic 
has exposed previously understudied dimensions of inequality, 
and HIV continues to disproportionately impact marginalized 
communities. The redundancy of experiences across the three 
dozen essays can make reading the entire book wearying, but 
the passions captured by this anthology offer a valuable wealth 
of perspectives for AIDS and sex educators and a multicultural 
wake-up call to all readers. As Tony Correia writes, “The lab has 
a way of leveling the playing field. It all comes down to blood.” 
Other contributors include Rigoberto González, Hugh Ryan, 
and Manuel Betancourt.

A satisfyingly diverse collection of most welcome voices 
on a topic that still deserves attention.

ERUPTION
Conversations With 
Eddie Van Halen
Tolinski, Brad & Gill, Chris
Hachette (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-306-82665-8  

Extended interviews with Eddie Van 
Halen (1955-2020), conducted across the 
hard-rock guitar virtuoso’s idiosyncratic 
career.

Tolinski and Gill are both veteran guitar-magazine journal-
ists, so, inevitably, they consider their subject through a gear-
head’s lens. Casual fans might drowse at Van Halen’s longueurs 
about Marshall amp voltage, and a late chapter is dedicated to 
his name-brand guitar and amp company, implying it was his 
final triumph before his death from a brain tumor. Still, the 
conversations make a reasonable case that Van Halen is per-
haps best understood as an inveterate tinkerer. Beneath the 
band’s hard-partying reputation, the guitarist was obsessed 
with guitar modifications, innovative playing techniques (most 
notably, finger-tapping), and tweaking his home studio to his 
perfectionistic standards, all of which he discusses in depth 
here. In that light, it’s also easier to understand why his band 
was so often in disarray. His insecurities, he explains here, drove 
wedges between him and frontmen David Lee Roth and Sammy 
Hagar and led to serious substance-abuse issues. While work-
ing on Fair Warning (1981), “he kept himself awake and inspired 
by ingesting copious amounts of alcohol and cocaine but barely 
any food.” The negative critical reaction to Van Halen III, the 
band’s 1998 album with frontman Gary Cherone (of Extreme 
fame), prompted a 20-plus-year self-exile from recording. Van 
Halen could be blunt about band mates (he dismisses Michael 
Anthony’s bass playing) and a touch arrogant about his legacy 
(competitors “don’t play like me—they just try to”). However, 
it’s clear the band’s success (and failure) was largely dependent 
on the guitarist’s vision and focus. The book is filled out with 
sidebars on some of his quirkier guitars and interviews with 
others in Van Halen’s orbit, including Anthony and Van Halen’s 
son (later VH bassist), Wolfgang. Conspicuously absent, though, 
are Roth and Hagar, whose input might’ve given the book a less 
hagiographic feel.

A respectful and detailed, if slightly distorted, tribute to a 
guitar legend.
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COUNTDOWN 
BIN LADEN 
The Untold Story of the 
247-Day Hunt To Bring the 
Mastermind of 9/11 to Justice
Wallace, Chris with Weiss, Mitch
Avid Reader Press (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-982176-52-5  

The latest in the Fox News host’s 
Countdown series tells the inside story 

of the CIA operation to kill Osama bin Laden.
Wallace begins the countdown in August 2010, nearly eight 

months before the operation bore fruit. CIA director Leon 
Panetta had just learned about a fortresslike house in Abbot-
tabad that was believed to be the “hideout for the world’s most 
dangerous terrorist, a man who had all but dropped off the face 
of the earth.” The discovery was welcome news, but there was 
also a high level of uncertainty. The house’s owner was a high-
level al-Qaida courier believed to be in close touch with bin 
Laden, and the signs of tight security suggested that someone 
very important was inside the building. However, there was no 
direct evidence, and the area was also home to Pakistan’s mili-
tary academy. Mounting any kind of operation in this environ-
ment risked civilian casualties as well as unwanted attention 
from the Pakistani government. Wallace delineates the process 
of intelligence-gathering, as top officials struggled to determine 
the likelihood of bin Laden’s presence and then create a plan of 
action. The author alternates the focus among Panetta, the key 
CIA officials who developed the mission plan, and members of 
the Navy SEAL team that carried it out. The narrative acceler-
ates as it progresses, and Wallace provides the right amount of 
detail to bring the events to life. He also presents well-rendered 
profiles of the participants, giving the story a novelistic fullness. 
This is a plus given that everyone reading it basically knows the 
ending beforehand. For further information on bin Laden’s life 
and how he became a terrorist leader and public enemy No. 1, 
check out Peter Bergen’s The Rise and Fall of Osama bin Laden 
(2021).

A highly readable, vividly detailed account of one of the 
most dramatic intelligence victories in recent history.

ONLY THE RICH CAN PLAY
How Washington Works in 
the New Gilded Age
Wessel, David
PublicAffairs (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5417-5719-6  

Want to expand a fortune? All it takes 
is a congressperson or two in the pocket, 
as this vivid account of gaming the politi-
cal system amply demonstrates.

Brookings Institution economist Wessel opens with a 2013 

dinner at an expensive D.C. restaurant in which a current Biden 
economic adviser and one from the previous administration 
broke bread with Sean Parker, the fallen but shameless founder 
of Napster and ousted first president of Facebook. Parker had 
two passions: to cure cancer and end poverty by making it pos-
sible for “very rich people to invest in left-behind parts of the 
country in exchange for a generous tax break.” Everyone Parker 
met warned him off trying to translate such a project into law—
but, against the odds, he pulled it off by bagging politicos who 
passed a law in 2017 that created 8,764 “opportunity zones.” 
These allowed wealthy people to invest capital gains in poor 
census tracts and thereby lessen or eliminate their tax burden. 
Of course, in the Trump era, there was no oversight, and thus 
money went into projects that benefited the rich and areas that 
didn’t need economic spurring, such as rapidly gentrifying sec-
tions of the Bay Area and a Nevada industrial park that housed 
a Tesla plant. (One investor in the latter was Michael Milken, 
his name a byword for fraud, who was quite open in admitting 
that “he was buying land to take advantage of the tax break.”) 
Meanwhile, places where such tax breaks would have worked 
to the benefit of poor neighborhoods, such as Baltimore and 
Detroit, went underfunded even as the regulations got “consis-
tently more taxpayer friendly.” Wessel allows that some invest-
ments did go to their intended targets, though most did not. 
Even so, opportunity zones are so popular that they’re unlikely 
to go away, since “once launched, government programs and tax 
breaks tend to persist.”

A clearly articulated, maddening case study in how the rich 
get richer on the backs of the poor.

TRILLIONS
How a Band of Wall Street 
Renegades Invented the 
Index Fund and Changed 
Finance Forever
Wigglesworth, Robin
Portfolio (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-08768-8  

A Financial Times global correspondent 
delivers a bracing story of how money 

works—or, depending on your point of view, doesn’t work.
There are two broad categories of investing, character-

ized incompletely by the terms active and passive. In the first, 
investment funds are closely managed, while in the second, 
they’re parked in broad-based accounts that cover the range 
of the market and earn out by virtue of being balanced. As 
Wigglesworth’s account opens, Warren Buffett offers a mil-
lion-dollar bet “that an index fund that simply tracked the US 
stock market would beat any group of high-flying hedge fund 
managers.” In the strictest terms, Buffett turned out to be 
right, though with qualifications. Wigglesworth sets the Buf-
fett wager against the background of a changing Wall Street, 
where the culture of “prudent men…quietly tending casks of 
slowly maturing capital,” as one magazine described it in the 

“A clearly articulated, maddening case study in how 
the rich get richer on the backs of the poor.”

only the rich can play
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1960s, gave way to a rapacious ethos of boundless fortune-
seeking. The “lazy” path invented by financiers who translated 
mutual funds into index funds turns out to be the safer course 
for most investors, at least in part because the active manag-
ers have a tendency to pay themselves handsomely and have 
no incentives to keep their funds manageable. Yet, as Wiggles-
worth writes, the hedge fund culture is alive and well: “Wall 
Street loves success more than modesty,” even if success comes 
and goes and the tortoise generally beats the hare. Meanwhile, 
though the index-fund approach ensures that the average 
investor will profit over time, it’s not without its drawbacks, 
including, as the author notes, negative effects on corporate 
governance and accountability. For all that, he concludes, “the 
index fund is one of the few truly, nearly unambiguously ben-
eficial inventions, a disruptive technology that has already 
saved investors hundreds of billions of dollars, sums that will 
undoubtedly reach trillions in years to come.”

Finance wonks and investment strategists will enjoy this 
plainspoken tour of index funds and their discontents.

MADDER
A Memoir in Weeds
Wilkinson, Marco
Coffee House (152 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-56689-618-4  

Foraging in search of oneself.
Essayist and horticulturalist Wilkin-

son makes his book debut with a sensu-
ous memoir, laid out in impressionistic 
vignettes, reflecting on rootedness, loss, 

and the solace of nature. “I am not telling the truth,” he warns. 
“I am letting you in on what I have, stolen from the sealed 
archives, overheard from around corners, wrenched from 
clenched hands by screaming and shouting, fantasized out 
of thin air into a cobweb of a life.” Central to the story is his 
overprotective, possessive mother, who left her family’s home 
in Uruguay, where she felt exploited, to come to Rhode Island. 
Pregnant, she was taken in by relatives who had immigrated 
before her. A single mother, she worked as a house cleaner and in 
a chemical factory. On official forms, she instructed her son to 
write “Donald Wilkinson” as his father’s name, but she refused 
to reveal anything more. The name, notes the author, became 
a “typed shadow across my life.” He felt he was “always heading 
just off course, steering my boat by the dark light of a missing 
father’s wrong name, by the terrifying light of a mother blazing 
with the sweat of two and three jobs.” Not until he was 21 did 
he learn that his father’s name was Marco, and he later discov-
ered that he had lived near their home in Rhode Island. But by 
then, his father’s absence had become a deep ache. Wilkinson 
offers sensitive reflections on his aimless path after graduating 
from NYU; on being gay—in New York, he first kissed a man; 
and on travels—he calls them pilgrimages—to India, Uruguay, 
and Patagonia. He evokes, as well, vibrant details of burrs and 
burdock, madder and thistles, moss and fungi. Nature yields 

mysteries and metaphor: The author trained as a horticultural-
ist, he writes, to find “a love of something that might anchor me 
in place.”

A lyrical meditation on family, grief, and memory.

BOURDAIN
The Definitive Oral Biography
Woolever, Laurie
Ecco/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-290910-7  

A collage of remembrances creates a 
multifaceted portrait of the late author, 
chef, and TV host.

Journalist Woolever, who worked as 
an assistant and co-author for Anthony 

Bourdain (1956-2018), puts together recollections from nearly 
100 people—including friends, family, co-workers, ex-wives, 
editors, chefs—to create a candid portrait of a complicated 
man. Growing up, Bourdain was smart and funny but difficult. 

“Firmly ensconced in the bad boy persona” (per a college friend), 
he consumed a cornucopia of drugs, including LSD, cocaine, 
and heroin. After two unsuccessful years at Vassar, he went to 
the Culinary Institute of America and worked in many restau-
rant kitchens before becoming executive chef at Les Halles in 
Manhattan. He aspired, though, to become a successful novel-
ist; after studying in a creative writing program, he published 
two novels but felt frustrated that they didn’t catapult him to 
fame. He achieved instant notoriety, however, with Kitchen 
Confidential, his uncensored view of the underside of the res-
taurant scene, conveyed in a style that reflected what his edi-
tor called his characteristic “provocation and macho bravado.” 
Friends portray Bourdain as loyal, generous, charismatic, but 
always “slightly detached.” As his editor noted, “he had a way 
of talking to you where you still felt like you were part of an 
audience, but you were waiting for the other people to show 
up.” Others, too, noticed that Bourdain always seemed to be 
performing, “always playing with how he looked to other peo-
ple; he was very conscious of it,” according to one of his NYC 
kitchen colleagues. Once he took to the road as a cultural jour-
nalist, hosting shows on the Food Network, Travel Channel, 
and CNN, he became a recognizable celebrity. Fame, though, 
exacerbated tensions that ended two marriages. “So much of his 
life was going to beautiful places and being all alone,” a producer 
observed. In the end, he was undermined by persistent demons 
and, as Woolever notes, self-destructive “bad choices.”

A chorus of candid voices creates an engaging biography.
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FORWARD
Notes on the Future of 
Our Democracy
Yang, Andrew
Crown (368 pp.)
$28.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-23865-3  

A plan to make America work better, 
from the former presidential and New 
York City mayoral candidate.

Like many observers, Yang sees the 
U.S. beset by economic and political problems. “Our physi-
cal health, mental health, financial security, and expectations 
for the future,” he writes, “have all been declining or at multi-
decade lows for years.” Sharing lessons from the campaign 
trail, as founder and CEO of Venture for America—a nonprofit 
that channels enterprising recent college graduates into start-
ups—and as founder of Humanity Forward, which promotes 
a “human-centered economy,” the author proposes key struc-
tural changes. Election reform is paramount: When Yang first 
declared as a candidate, he felt largely ignored by the media 
until he grew in popularity on Twitter. The market drives media 
coverage, he asserts, and media thrive on fomenting polariza-
tion. Yang proposes open primaries and ranked-choice voting, 
which, he argues, better accounts for voter preferences. Noting 
that most members of Congress were elected in the 1980s or 

’90s, Yang advocates term limits, which would also lessen law-
makers’ need for constant fundraising for reelection. Addressing 
legislative gridlock, the author acknowledges that government 
bureaucracies are “designed for stasis and inaction.” Lawmak-
ers are “actively discouraged” from bipartisan cooperation, and 
lobbyists have undue influence. Yang proposes getting rid of 
the filibuster and convening “civic juries” to inform legislators 
about their constituents’ real concerns. Technological upgrad-
ing is crucial, as well—e.g., the creation of a citizen portal where 
people could renew licenses, file tax information, get benefits, 
and register to vote. As a presidential candidate, Yang famously 
proposed a Universal Basic Income of $1,000 a month, and he 
also advocates health care for all. The pandemic, he notes, has 
exacerbated divisiveness and sparked racism—which, as an Asia 
American, Yang has experienced directly. The most significant 
things the country needs, he believes, are grace, tolerance, and 
forgiveness. 

Nothing earth-shattering, but Yang offers thoughtful, sen-
sible proposals for a better democracy.

“Nothing earth-shattering, but Yang offers thoughtful, 
sensible proposals for a better democracy.”

forward
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National borders are places of 
transition laid across the landscape, 
sometimes congruent with geo-
graphic features and sometimes 
wholly arbitrary. Who gets to pass 
over and who doesn’t is a question 
that may seem natural to adults, but 
to kids it’s not so clear. 

Three new picture books consid-
er questions of passage at the Unit-
ed States–Mexico border. In Bright 

Star (Neal Porter/Holiday House, Sept. 7), Yuyi Morales’ 
eponymous protagonist, a white-tailed deer fawn, finds 
its way across the Sonoran Desert 
inexplicably blocked by a concrete 
wall topped with barbed wire; the 
final pages depict brown-skinned 
children, drawing connections 
between them and the desert ani-
mals, wrapping them all in a pro-
tective embrace. In My Two Bor-
der Towns (Kokila, Sept. 14), Da-
vid Bowles depicts a transnational 
community that straddles the border; his protagonists, a 
father and son, cross freely from the U.S. to Mexico and 
back, visiting relatives and delivering necessary supplies 
to the migrants camped on the Mexico side of the bridge, 

waiting and hoping to cross over 
someday. (Read an interview with 
Bowles on Page 100.) And in ¡Va-
mos! Let’s Cross the Bridge! (Versify/
HarperCollins, Sept. 21), author/il-
lustrator Raúl the Third and color-
ist Elaine Bay send Little Lobo and 
his pals across the bridge from El 

Paso to Juárez (unnamed but recognizable in the art, a sort 
of cuddly psychedelia) for a party—at least, they mean to 
cross, but when traffic holds them up, they have the party 
right there on the bridge. All three books are stellar, giving 
readers different, valuable lenses through which to regard 
the U.S.–Mexico border.

Another extraordinary title takes somewhat older 
readers to the U.S.–Canada line: Borders (Little, Brown, 
Sept. 7), by Thomas King (of Cherokee and Greek heri-
tage) and illustrated by Natasha Donovan (Métis). Adapt-
ed from King’s 1993 short story of the same name and 
opened up beautifully with Donovan’s gorgeous, empa-
thetic art, it relates the experiences of a Blackfoot mother 
and son (the narrator) as they travel from their reserve in 

Alberta to Salt Lake City to visit the 
narrator’s older sister. Since reluc-
tantly bidding her daughter goodbye, 
the narrator’s mother has been qui-
etly proud of her offspring’s success 
but has declined to visit. Then one 
day she gets two new tires, puts on 
her best dress, and has her son “dress 
up, too” so they won’t look “like 
Americans.” They pack a cooler full 
of food, bring some blankets, and 
head south. At the border, they pass the duty-free store 
and reach the American border-control booth. The guard 
asks their citizenship. The narrator’s mother answers, 

“Blackfoot.” The guard tries to clarify: “Canadian?” The 
mom answers, “Blackfoot.”

What unfolds from here is a quiet exposure of the cos-
mic absurdity of a border imposed on a people who preex-
isted it. Multiple U.S. border guards ask the travelers’ citi-
zenship, but the mother’s response never varies. “It didn’t 
take them long to lose their sense of humor, I can tell you 
that,” the narrator comments dryly. After a day spent at 
the U.S. border booth, mother and son turn around and 
head back toward Canada. At the Canadian booth, the 
talkative, friendly border guard asks, “Where are you 
coming from?” The mom answers: “Standoff.” Then she 
reveals their citizenship: “Blackfoot.”

Refused passage into either nation, mother and son 
spend multiple days in this nowhere-land between bor-
der-control booths, eating the food they’ve brought and 
wrapping themselves in their blankets at night. They 
make friends with Mel, the guy at the duty-free shop. And 
the resolution of their story—which involves mother and 
son’s masterful handling of news media—makes for a final 
layer of irony on an already-teetering stack.

In their different ways, all four books speak to the 
same theme—brilliantly.

Vicky Smith is a young readers’ editor.

Leah O
verstreet

PICTURE BOOKS | Vicky Smith

Crossing Borders
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THE RABBI AND THE 
REVEREND
Joachim Prinz, Martin Luther 
King Jr., and Their Fight 
Against Silence
Ades, Audrey
Illus. by Fedele, Chiara
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-54158-976-6
978-1-54158-977-3 paper  

Two activists’ paths overlap as they call out systems of 
injustice.

Joachim Prinz was born in 1902 in Germany, and he became 
the country’s youngest rabbi in 1926. When Adolf Hitler came 
to power, Prinz spoke up against antisemitism and was arrested 
several times before finally leaving Germany for the United 
States in 1937—where he was dismayed to find Black people 
being deprived of equal rights, as Jews had been in Germany. 
Meanwhile, Martin Luther King Jr. experienced segregation as 
a boy in the 1930s. When he became a leader of the civil rights 
movement, the two leaders met, supported each other, and 
fought together. The juxtaposition of these two leaders’ paths 
and the explanation of what their causes, beliefs, and commu-
nities had in common is, in Ades’ hands, a well-woven histori-
cal tale that is worth sharing and spreading. The culmination 
of the story in 1963 at the March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom allows young readers to see both that King was not 
the only speaker at that famous event and that those by his side 
had also worked for years. The illustrations focus largely on the 
main figures but also offer scenes of daily life in Germany and 
the United States. Scenes of protest are styled, scrapbooklike, 
as black-and-white faux photos against monochromatic back-
grounds. Details from each leader’s childhood add depth to 
their stories, and the focus on silence as the enemy points to 
readers’ responsibility to speak up against injustice. 

Ably makes useful connections. (timeline, glossary, 
resources) (Informational picture book. 4-8)

LITTLE MOAR AND THE MOON
Akulukjuk, Roselynn
Illus. by Gubbe, Jazmine
Inhabit Media (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-77227-299-4  

There are two things about autumn 
that little Moar doesn’t like: shorter days 

and the moon.
The days grow shorter and the face on the moon seems 

to watch him as he walks home from school. The moon has a 
creepy half-smile, and it makes him afraid. After school, little 
Moar joins his friends for ball practice and a boisterous game of 
tag but loses track of the time. He hurries along, only to be dis-
tracted when he stops to help his cousin feed the sled dogs. The 

dogs are happy, which makes little Moar feel good. But then 
he notices that the sky is already dark and sees “the faint glow 
of the moon behind the clouds.” Little Moar is determined to 
reach home before the moon—and that half-smile—appears 
again. He takes a chance and rushes home, taking advantage 
of temporary cloud cover to reach safety before he sees the 
moon—and the moon sees him. At home, his mother comforts 
her panting son by explaining that the moon “is just a big rock 
with bumps and shadows on the surface.” The sharp edges of 
the animation-style characters, all Inuit, stand out against the 
soft, watercolorlike backgrounds and illustrate the dreamlike 
feeling of autumn in far northern Canada, with its short days 
and long nights.

A seasonal tale that will calm and comfort. (Picture book. 6-8)

A BEAR TO SHARE
Alba, Jessica & Patricof, Kelly Sawyer & 
Weinstein, Norah
Illus. by Más, Alicia
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-06-295717-7  

Thanks to a gift from her aunt, Tiana 
now has two teddy bears, but when her 

best friend, Timothy, reveals that he’s never had one, Tiana gets 
a big idea.

Tiana, with light brown skin and Afro-textured pigtails, 
loves music and her favorite teddy bear, Bach. Tiana and Bach 
have been through a lot together, and poor Bach is missing an 
eye, has worn fur, and is oozing stuffing to show for it. One day, 
her mother surprises her with a new teddy bear, but Tiana is 
hesitant to replace her much-loved friend. The next day, she 
races to the playground to discuss the matter with Timothy, a 
White boy with glasses. Like Tiana, Timothy doesn’t see any-
thing wrong with Bach, going on to tell Tiana that in his house, 
where money is scarce, “toys aren’t a pri-or-ity.” Tiana is sad for 
her friend and wants him to also have a teddy bear. She dis-
cusses the matter with her mother, who lovingly explains that 
every family is not the same and that some families are not able 
to afford the same things as others. After some thought, Tiana 
decides that she wants Timothy to have her new bear, and her 
mother agrees. Timothy loves his new bear, naming it Billie, 

“because he loves jazz,” and the four “all [play] together in per-
fect harmony.” Empathetic, playful illustrations complement 
this adorable story, which opens with a note from the authors 
about their organization, Baby2Baby. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A sweet read-aloud about friendship, kindness, and equity. 
(Picture book. 4-6)

“Empathetic, playful illustrations complement
this adorable story.”

a bear to share



9 6   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

OTHER BOYS 
Alexander, Damian
Illus. by the author
First Second (208 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-250-22282-4
978-1-250-22281-7 paper  

Damian has come up with a fool-
proof way to go unnoticed at his new 
school.

He was bullied at his previous school. 
As seventh grade starts, he decides that if he doesn’t speak at 
his new school, no one will notice him or have anything to 
bully him about. At home with his loving grandmother and his 
older brother, he speaks; at school, he’s silent even when kids 
are nice to him. The account of Damian’s seventh grade year 
is interspersed with flashbacks. He had friends, mostly girls 
until fourth grade, when his girl friends learned they shouldn’t 
sit with a boy. He had a few friends that were boys after that, 
mostly via video games, but he was always hesitant to open up 
because he felt so different inside and because of his mother’s 
murder when he was an infant, which has always set him apart. 
His no-talking plan backfires. He’s placed in remedial classes 
and forced to see a therapist at school. Opening up is not easy, 
especially when he begins to think that he might actually like 
some boys. Newcomer Alexander delves into his past to craft a 
sweet, touching, and at-times scary memoir of grief and loss and 
coming out (mostly to himself). He situates his younger self in 
bright cartoon panels, a White boy in fairly diverse classrooms. 
LGBTQ+ tweens will see their struggles and rejoice in his pro-
gression toward self-acceptance.

An excellent, important debut. (author’s note, resources) 
(Graphic memoir. 10-16)

PITCH PARTNERS
Alexander, Heather with D’Asaro, Laura & 
Wang, Rose
Illus. by Flores, Vanessa
Penguin Workshop (240 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-593-09619-2 
Series: Eat Bugs, 2 

Growing pains and trust issues afflict 
two middle school entrepreneurs in this 
sequel to Project Startup (2021).

Part friendship story, part biofiction, and part market-
ing tool, this entry is closely modeled on the experiences of 
the co-authors—who, just like the protagonists Jaye Wu and 
Hallie Amberose, are growing an actual business selling chips 
made from crickets (even in the illustrations the sixth graders 
look remarkably like grown-up versions of D’Asaro and Wang). 
Hallie worries that her more detail-oriented partner is on the 
verge of abandoning her and returning to her popular crowd, a 
conflict that is easily resolved by mutual apologies and Jaye’s 

insistence that there’s nothing wrong with having more than 
one circle of friends. This storyline is woven into talking up 
the benefits of an entotarian diet and practical tips for business 
planning and promotion—creating an effective pitch to present 
at competitions, setting up a supply chain, making deals, coping 
with accidents and reversals, and advertising—all while staying 
true to the ideal of creating a sustainable, eco-friendly enter-
prise. The spirit of entrepreneurship gets further boosts from a 
list of real food companies founded by women and Alexander’s 
interview with her co-authors at the end. The two protagonists 
are Chinese American and White.

Well stocked with inspiration and savvy advice for budding 
business owners. (recipe, photos) (Fiction. 8-12)

THE CITADEL OF WHISPERS
Ali, Kazim
Chooseco (344 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-937133-92-4  

When the Citadel is invaded, your 
journey to save Elaria begins.

You are Krishi, living in the Citadel 
as a student Whisperer, soon to join the 
secret order known for their diplomacy, 
stealth, learning, and magic. The Whis-

perers have kept the peace between the Narbolin Empire and 
Eastern Elaria, recruiting new students from across the land. 
Along with your friends, Zara and Saeed, your days are filled 
with lessons, training, and chores, leading up to the final test 
to become a Whisperer. As mysterious new student Arjun 
arrives, the Citadel is attacked by a fleet of Narbolin soldiers, 
and all your decisions will change the fate of Elaria. While the 
supporting cast members are interesting, the choose-your-
own-adventure format emphasizes Krishi’s actions rather than 
interactions between characters, resulting in limited character 
growth and development. Similarly, the decisions and story 
paths are often haphazard, with weighty decisions that lack 
contextual information and abrupt, disjointed endings that 
could have continued. The writing style is often jarring, with 
stilted dialogue, modern word choices that feel anachronistic, 
and clunky infodumps. While lightly developed, the magic sys-
tem and political machinations are intriguing, as are the themes 
of leadership skills, power, and strategies to attain peace during 
times of upheaval. Elaria is racially diverse, with some names 
suggesting Indian influences. 

Despite an intriguing premise, the interactive format frus-
trates rather than entertains. (map, list of characters) (Fantasy. 
10-13)

“LGBTQ+ tweens will see their struggles and rejoice in 
Damian’s progression toward self-acceptance.”

other boys
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THE PAPER BIRD
Anchin, Lisa
Illus. by the author
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-11022-5  

Annie loves to paint colorful pictures. 
But what happens to Annie when others 
don’t seem to share her excitement for 

them?
As classmates snicker and sadness overtakes Annie, her 

bright, colorful world fades to gray. Alone on the playground 
after school, Annie decides to try drawing again and creates a 
turquoise bird with uneven wings. Despite Annie’s shame at 
its imperfections, her bird magically flies off the page, trail-
ing a turquoise swoop. With increasing cheer, she continues to 
draw, creating a colorful forest. At school the next day, she and 
the other students draw together again, this time all of them 
expressing joy with color. Unfortunately, this book’s plot is 
murky, starting with the fact that readers never learn why the 
children picked this “Wednesday, like any other,” to “giggle” and 
take “sneaky looks” at Annie’s pictures. Sadly, Annie does not 
talk to anyone about her feelings; she assumes how others feel 
about her pictures. Furthermore, the reason for her classmates’ 
sudden turnaround is likewise obscure. The flowery prose does 
not help children sort these issues out, but the draining of color 
from the scenes to gray is a nice representation of Annie’s emo-
tional state. Annie herself, a little Black girl, is adorable, and her 
body language is expressive even though she never speaks; how-
ever, the black cloud that frequently floats over Annie’s head is 
clichéd. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Annie, appealing as she is, lacks a voice. It will be difficult 
to make her someone children will want to know. (Picture book. 
4-7)

GIVE CHEESE A CHANCE
Angleberger, Tom
Illus. by Fox, Heather
Amulet/Abrams (112 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-4197-4730-4 
Series: DJ Funkyfoot, 2 

DJ Funkyfoot puts his foot down.
DJ Funkyfoot is not a hip-hop star or 

a rapper; he is a Chihuahua butler. His 
parents gave him the first name DJ (in 

case he decided to spin funky beats) and middle name MC (in 
case he excelled at rapping cool rhymes), but all DJ Funkyfoot 
wants is a great butler job. It’s a fantastic and amazing day—
worthy of shouting “WOW!”—when he gets a call from the 
White House butler. The president’s own butler, a mustachioed 
pig in a beret, is taking a vacation day to go play miniature golf. 
DJ Funkyfoot has a new job for the day! But President Horse 
G. Horse is quite a pawful. All that’s on the docket today is to 

sign the peace treaty with Wingland, but the president is too 
much of a selfish baby to cooperate. Funny dialogue and fre-
quent cartoon illustrations keep the action lively as President 
Horse drags DJ Funkyfoot into all kinds of silly trouble at the 
Mini Golf and Fondue Fun Spot. DJ Funkyfoot knows how to 
be a good butler, but if a butler works for someone who lies and 
cheats and doesn’t care about war, he can’t always say “yes” to 
everything. Witty repetitive prose aids comprehension (and the 
recurrences of “hot cheese volcano” make mini golf sound extra 
delicious).

Goofy, readable chapter-book fun for our Chihuahua but-
ler. (Humor. 6-9)
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MY LITTLE PRAYER
Archuleta, David
Illus. by Ugolotti, Sara
Bushel & Peck Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-1-952239-54-0  

Based on the lyrics of his song by the same name, Archu-
leta’s foray into picture books calls upon his musical roots as 
well as his faith.

The book is language-sparse, with most of the story told 
through Ugolotti’s illustrations. These depict a White child 
who dreams of playing soccer but must grapple with disap-
pointment. When the unnamed protagonist, who presents 
male, is not picked to play for the soccer team, he befriends 
a Black child who presents female and who has also been left 
out of the game, due to injury. Their initial connection on the 
sidelines blossoms into a true friendship, proving to be a far 
richer outcome than the aspiring soccer star could have antici-
pated. Alongside the visual story runs a little prayer of gratitude 
thanking God for his presence, patience, and plan in the child’s 
life. The words are general, with no reference to either soccer 
or friendship: “Heavenly Father, I am grateful for your eternal 
presence. / I am learning to be patient and that you are really 
there.” Though the interracial mixed-gender friendship is cute, 
the overall prayer and plot are bland. This is useful to augment 
collections and bookshelves where Christian picture books are 
in high demand, but it does not stand out from the pack. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Though cheerful illustrations add some zest, this little 
prayer feels flat. (Picture book. 4-8)

NOODLEHEADS DO 
THE IMPOSSIBLE 
Arnold, Tedd & Hamilton, Martha 
& Weiss, Mitch
Illus. by Arnold, Tedd
Holiday House (48 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8234-4003-0 
Series: Noodleheads, 6 

Empty-headed (literally) sibs Mac 
and Mac fulfill the title’s promise with 

their grandest, daftest quest yet.
Inspired by their uncle Ziti’s “impossible” yarn about a 

snake and a frog that swallowed each other, the tubular twins 
decide to become famous for an impossible feat of their own. 
But what? Walking around the world? Counting all the stars 
above? Or all the grains of sand below? Each turns out to pres-
ent certain difficulties—after counting a “bazillion” stars, for 
instance, Mac and Mac find more that have fallen into their 
mom’s washtub and need to be rescued. “Are they heavy?” asks 
Mac. Mac responds: “No, they’re light.” (Ha, ha.) Adults, par-
ticularly those of a scholarly bent, will appreciate the fantasti-
cally detailed, tiny-type notes at the end about folktale motifs, 

variations drawn from diverse traditions, modern versions, idi-
oms, and even the notion of “infinity.” Readers younger of age 
and/or heart will chortle at the Macs’ general cluelessness, then 
cheer them on as they do get “around the world” just in time 
for lunch—thanks to the intervention of frenemy Meatball, the 
only nonpasta player in Arnold’s foodcentric cartoon frames, 
who turns their shoes around while they’re napping. The little 
jokes embedded within the large ones are just as delightful, as 
when Mac and Mac try to figure out how to “always [put] your 
best foot forward.” It’s not as easy as grown-ups say it is. 

The sources may be old, but the drollery is timeless. 
(Graphic early reader. 5-9)

DINOSAUR EXPLORERS
Infographics for Discovering 
the Prehistoric World
Banfi, Cristina
Illus. by De Amicis, Giulia
Trans. by Sempel, Inga
Shelter Harbor Press (72 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-62795-164-7  

Red meat for budding dinomaniacs 
eager to fill gaps in their knowledge of 

dinosaur anatomy, behavior, and family trees.
The “meat” bit is literal (visually, anyway) in this Italian import, 

as lists of features characteristic to carnivores are tagged with an 
image of a steak (those for herbivores get a sprig of tasty fern). 
The survey, presented in a variety of infographics, begins with a 
pair of winding timelines carrying bite-sized narrative blocks and 
flat, stylized dinos. It then goes on to group the dinosaurs—gener-
ally though not always to scale—according to types of bodies and 
defensive armament, relative sizes, eggs, teeth, plumage and col-
ors, and probable nesting and herding habits. Following a tender 
if disappointingly generalized look at “Dinosaur Romance” and a 
glance at bird evolution, nods to Mesozoic flying and marine rep-
tiles tuck up loose ends. A helpful index/glossary precedes a teem-
ing prehistoric portrait gallery at the end. Broad as the coverage is, 
though, awkward design leaves readers to stumble over occasional 
unlabeled images and vice versa. Moreover, though De Amicis’ 
graphics are generally well designed, her arty cycads in one scene 
look weirdly like ghostly giant humans marching among a herd 
of sauropods, and elsewhere some dinosaurs seem to have foliage 
sprouting out of their bodies. Human figures added for scale are all 
silhouettes. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Though rough around the edges, it’s witty on occasion and 
chock full of dinosaurs throughout. (Informational picture book. 
7-10)
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STORIES FOR KIDS WHO 
WANT TO SAVE THE WORLD
Benedetto, Carola & Ciliento, Luciana
Trans. by Shugaar, Antony
Illus. by Bireau, Roberta Maddalena
Triangle Square Books for Young 
Readers (256 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64421-086-4  

A collection of 16 biographical sto-
ries about environmental advocates from 

around the world.
Utilizing a dozen or so pages for each profile, this title 

introduces readers to influential people from a broad range of 
fields, each shown doing their part to protect the fragile, inter-
connected planet we call home. These subjects include former 
U.S. Vice President Al Gore, Kenyan Nobel Peace Prize winner 
Wangari Maathai, and Yvon Chouinard, the rebellious founder 
of Patagonia. Within this collection there is great variety in 
individuals’ motivations and approaches to environmental cri-
ses. Each person is introduced with a colorful, painterly portrait 
incorporating signature elements of their story that begin in 
childhood and progress in a linear fashion. Written in the pres-
ent tense, the translated text toggles between straightforward 
narrative nonfiction and moralistic storytelling, emphasizing 
the virtues of each protagonist. Non-English vocabulary is 
clearly defined or easily understood in context. The layout is 
occasionally broken up with spotlighted sentences from the 
text that are often disruptive in their placement. More concern-
ing than the absence of sources for information and quoted dia-
logue are the dated language and approach that include a story 
presenting the stereotype of the inspirational disabled person, 
the framing of Greta Thunberg as suffering from and afflicted 
with Asperger syndrome, and a casual mention that musician 
Björk was nicknamed “China Girl” at school because of her eyes.

Admirable environmental furor is overshadowed by a 
preachy tone and out-of-touch language. (Nonfiction. 9-13)

JUSTICE IS...
A Guide for Young 
Truth Seekers
Bharara, Preet
Illus. by Cornelison, Sue
Crown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-17662-7  

Adults love to talk about justice, but 
what does the word actually mean?

In this picture book, author Bharara, former United States 
attorney for the Southern District of New York, defines justice 
through an early-childhood lens. According to Bharara, justice 
requires hard work, collaboration with diverse groups of people, 
curiosity, and courage. Each double-page spread features a dif-
ferent individual or moment from the history of justice in the 

U.S. People spotlighted in Cornelison’s admiring, soft-edged 
illustrations include contemporary leaders like Supreme Court 
Justice Sonia Sotomayor; historical heroes like Ida B. Wells and 
Sojourner Truth; and social justice collectives like the Move-
ment for Black Lives. The book’s text is clear and fluid, and the 
simple, direct language makes this a good resource for young 
readers. The examples of injustice, which include the World War 
II–era internment of Japanese Americans, the Trail of Tears, and 
the Holocaust, are episodes in world history that are essential to 
remember, but their placement is confusing: Their abrupt jux-
taposition with successful social justice movements and leaders 
makes them feel like non sequiturs. Adults reading this with chil-
dren should be prepared to give them context. Additionally, the 
terse captions, set in white on gray, are very difficult to read. Brief 
notes in the backmatter provide a few sentences of context for 
most of the leaders and/or episodes depicted. These design issues 
are unfortunate flaws in an otherwise important, impassioned 
book. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A beautiful, relevant picture book with some design prob-
lems. (Informational picture book. 3-6)

“The book’s text is clear and fluid, and the simple, direct 
language makes this a good resource for young readers.”

justice is.. .



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

David Bowles won a 2016 Pura Belpré Honor for his mid-
dle-grade fantasy The Smoking Mirror (2015), and since then 
his career has taken off, with some dozen-plus books for 
children and young adults now on the shelves and more un-
der contract. All draw on his Mexican American heritage. 
My Two Border Towns (Kokila, Sept. 14), illustrated by Er-
ika Meza, is his first picture book. In it, a father and son 
make a routine trip from the U.S. side of the border to the 
Mexican one, visiting relatives and shopping for necessities 
that they give away to newfound friends among the refu-
gees waiting on the bridge, hoping to cross into the Unit-
ed States. Bowles spoke to us via Zoom from his home in 
Donna, Texas, in the Rio Grande Valley. The conversation 
has been edited for length and clarity.

When did you begin working on My Two Border 
Towns?
It was [around] 2017 to 2018, when we were going back and 
forth between the towns of Progreso, Texas, and Nuevo 
Progreso, Mexico, where we have friends and relatives. We 
began to notice a proliferation of tents on the pedestrian 
walkway from the Mexican side to the U.S. side. The check-
point’s in the middle of the bridge. If you don’t have docu-
ments, you aren’t permitted to step onto U.S. soil, [so this] 
gets in the way of the ability of people to request asylum. 
People were being written down on a list, and eventually 
they’d be called. They were afraid of losing their place in 
line, so they started camping out on this bridge. We would 
stop and talk to these people—many of them were from 
Cuba, Nicaragua, El Salvador—and they had their children 
with them. We just felt a real sense of duty of care for peo-
ple who before would have been folded into our communi-
ty. We would buy medicine, food, water, and we would give 
the kids comics and games. 

I had grown up going back and forth across the border 
with my dad, and we had done the same with my children, 
as part of this transnational community with relatives on all 
sides. I imagined how my kids would react, coming across 
these kids, and how they would likely be playing with them. 
I thought, that’s the story I need to tell, I need to tell the story of 
the joy of living in this transnational community. What a great 
way to counter the negative rhetoric about the place where 
I’ve lived for 51 years and also to bring to light the plight 
of people down here in a way that’s accessible to kids. Par-
ents can use it to help border kids see themselves reflected 
in a positive way and see their culture and community cel-
ebrated. And let other kids say, “Oh, that place sounds fun. 
These kids are having a good time. And it’s beautiful.” 

How did you approach the dramatically low word 
count of a picture book? 
The advice that Matt de la Peña gave me was, “David, you’re 
a poet. Think of the book as a single poem. And then start 

Paul Chouy

WORDS WITH…

David Bowles
The new picture book My Two Border Towns demonstrates that the author 
is inseparable from the activist
BY VICKY SMITH
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cutting.” So I took the first poem from They Call Me Güe-
ro (2018), which is “Border Kid.” The structure was already 
in place about going to Mexico with your dad and experi-
encing the mirror relationship of the two towns. [Then I 
aged] that protagonist down and focused on the duty of 
care that the family is there for. And I had to figure out how 
to make the two languages intertwine. When you’re writ-
ing for middle school kids, you can slap a glossary at the 
back and go to town with whatever admixture of Spanish 
you want. I had to be a lot more deliberate about it and find 
ways to echo the texture of code-switching in our commu-
nity while keeping it as comprehensible as possible to real-
ly young readers and making it not too much of a chore for 
non–Spanish-speaking people. I chose words that are pret-
ty common, words that anybody with passing knowledge 
of Spanish should be able to handle. That also felt like the 
way people flip back and forth between the two languages. 
And that’s something I tried to keep in place also for my 
Spanish version of the text—to do that, but in a mirror way. 

And then there are Erika Meza’s illustrations.
I told Joanna Cárdenas, our editor, “I know this might not 
be the kosher way of doing things, but I need to talk to Eri-
ka. She’s from the Tijuana/San Diego area, and we are from 
a similar culture. And I know that if we talk, we will be able 
to see eye to eye.” And so we had a couple of great phone 
conversations, and everything clicked. It was a really, re-
ally nice collaboration. I just love the fact that [publisher] 
Kokila was completely OK with our having a relationship. 
[She included] these things that appear in any little border 
town. And a reader who’s in the know will immediately rec-
ognize it.

Your career has really taken off in the last few years. 
There’s a verb that we use in Mexican Spanish, talonear, 
which means basically to get after it, to hustle. I come from 
a working-class family, and I learned life is mostly not go-
ing to give you opportunities; you’re going to have to work 
really, really hard just to survive. But if the door does open 
for you, then you need to get your ass through it and get 
working. You don’t know when that opportunity is going 
to come again. 

The things that I see in our nation make me really con-
cerned about the future of publishing for underrepresent-
ed groups. And whether we’re queer or disabled or BIPOC 
[Black, Indigenous, and People of Color], it just feels like 
there may be a time when it’s not as easy anymore. Not that 
it’s super easy now, but it’s certainly easier than ever to put 
these kinds of stories out there. It may be that the window 
closes or narrows for a lot of us for a time before we’re able 
to open it back up. 

Is it possible to separate David Bowles the activist 
from David Bowles the author?
I don’t think so. I’m able to do work in one area without 
thinking too much about the other area, but they’re inter-
twined. Some of the things that I choose to write about I 
choose because there are things that need to be said. My 
advocacy for my own children, for my wife, for my commu-
nity, for people like us—it’s something that I can’t stop, it’s 
always there. One of the things that you grapple with when 
you’re from a community of color and you have privilege—
either because you’re White passing or you have more 
money or you’re male, whatever it happens to be—is what 
are the responsibilities that accrue to you? As a writer, I’m 
always thinking, OK, this next level of success, what does that 
mean? What increased capital am I going to have that I can then 
turn into lifting other voices up and mentoring more people from 
my community and pushing back harder on publishers so that they 
promote the literary dignity and equity of these underrepresented 
groups? It is all bound up one with the other and almost im-
possible to tease out in any sensible way.

My Two Border Towns received a starred review in the July 
15, 2021, issue.
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INVASION OF 
THE UNICORNS 
Biedrzycki, David
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-62354-272-6  

When an alien unicorn descends to 
Earth, its mission morphs from embed-

ded surveillance of an Earth family to just plain fun.
Bubble07’s log entries, addressed “Dear Fearless Leader,” 

comprise the narration. “You were right. We look exactly like 
the toy animals here.” Should the unicorn army invade Earth? 
To find out, Bubble07 wriggles into an arcade’s glass box full of 
plushy prizes and gets hooked by a dad for his daughter. (Dad 
and daughter present Black; mom, seen later, is a woman of 
color.) About Earthling Daughter, Bubble07 reports: “She loves 
her toys. She loves them to pieces! Some are missing their eye-
balls. Is this going to happen to me?” Biedrzycki’s expert illus-
trations form a hilarious counterpoint to the alien’s clueless 
reportage. They begin in grayscale, accented by Bubble07’s 
otherworldly streams of neon-hued sparkles, as the spy experi-
ences family camping and “show and share” at school. The jeal-
ous family sheepdog tries to bury Bubble07 in the backyard, but 
revenge is sweet: At night, discovering “amazing” peanut butter 
cookies, the spy leaves the empty bag next to the sleeping dog. 

“Fearless Leader…I must get this cookie recipe for our planet.” 
By Day 50, a snow day, full-color spreads depict the unicorn 
integrating into family life, experiencing Earthling Daughter’s 
birthday, cuddly bedtime stories, and a sick day as stand-in com-
fort animal. On the home planet, Bubble07’s final report recom-
mends: “forget the invasion and send more of us to Earth for… / 

…a Unicorn Vacation!”
Simply delightful (with a wry final twist). (Picture book. 4-8)

LONG ROAD TO THE CIRCUS
Bird, Betsy
Illus. by Small, David
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-30393-1
978-0-593-30398-6 PLB  

A farm girl learns to ride an ostrich.
The year is 1920, and the place is Burr 

Oak, Michigan. Twelve-year-old Suzy 
Bowles has grown a bit tired of her small-

town life, working her father’s farm with her siblings. She feels 
an itch to explore the world, but no one in her family encourages 
her to give that itch a scratch. When Fred, Suzy’s ne’er-do-well 
uncle, moves back to the farm only to skip out on his chores 
every morning, Suzy decides to follow him to figure out what 
he’s doing with his time. This leads her to legendary former cir-
cus queen Madame Marantette and her amazing ostriches. It 
doesn’t take long for Suzy to become wrapped up in the world of 

traveling entertainers; a spark is lit within her to grab on tight to 
this ticket out of Burr Oak. Readers will find Suzy an engaging 
protagonist, feeling simultaneously thoroughly contemporary 
and classic in a story whose narrative arc is well-crafted. Suzy’s 
itch to leave the farm is balanced by an earnest appreciation for 
those who are contented to stay behind—the author makes it 
clear that what’s good for them isn’t exactly good for Suzy, and 
there’s no fault or shame on anyone’s plate. Small’s energetic 
illustrations are expressive and humorous, vividly evoking the 
time and setting. Main characters default to White. (Note: Bird 
is a freelance contributor to Kirkus.) 

A wonderful character piece. (historical notes) (Historical 
fiction. 9-13)

PIGOLOGY
The Ultimate Encyclopedia
Bird, Daisy
Illus. by Pintonato, Camilla
Princeton Architectural Press (76 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-61689-989-9 
Series: Farm Animal Series 

Aspirationally encyclopedic, this sur-
vey covers the pig’s evolution, domesti-

cation, characteristics, adaptations, importance as a global food 
source, appearances in myth, and more.

Bird selects fresh facts. Pigs are resistant to snake venom. 
They’re as smart as dogs and capable of episodic memory—
the ability to learn from past experiences. She’s forthcoming 
about scatological and reproductive attributes, too: Across 
cultures, the omnivorous pig has played a role as a household 
waste recycler, including of excrement. A “Facts of Life” section 
includes details about mating behaviors, the shape of a boar’s 
penis, and piglets’ growth stages. The rectum and anus figure 
in an anatomical illustration; Bird asserts that a “full-grown hog 
will produce six and a half pounds of manure a day.” She cheer-
fully addresses young readers: “Here’s a fact that may surprise 
you: pigs can swim!” Several spreads reveal the international 
array of meat products derived from the pig. “Everything but 
the Squeal” examines how collagen, bristles, skin, and even 
heart valves are utilized in industrial production and medicine. 
Pintonato’s illustrations vacillate between realistic details and 
fanciful tableaux. In an anthropomorphized spread about pig 
illnesses, several hospital beds contain pigs attended by health 
care workers. Additional sections include pigs in pop culture 
and as pets; thumbnails highlight 20 of the species’s more than 
500 breeds. A table of contents is of marginal utility; the project 
entirely lacks indexing, documentation, or readers’ resources.

An interesting, absorbing browser. (Informational picture book. 
6-9)

“Biedrzycki’s expert illustrations form a hilarious 
counterpoint to the alien’s clueless reportage.”

invasion of the unicorns
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ANTHONY AND 
THE GARGOYLE
Bogart, Jo Ellen
Illus. by Kastelic, Maja
Groundwood (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-77306-344-7  

A boy and his gargoyle companion 
show the importance of family in this 

sweet, wordless picture book. 
Opening with an image of a picture-covered wall depicting 

a White family’s history—elderly relatives, wedding pictures, 
and cuddly baby pictures of our protagonist holding a large 
gray egg in his lap—the book then depicts the titular Anthony 
going to bed with the egg on his bedside table, then waking 
up to it having hatched. Hiding in the closet is an adorable, 
apparently shy baby gargoyle with large, floppy ears and a tiny 
horn. The pair play with toys, mark heights on the wall, read 
books about Notre Dame de Paris and Victor Hugo, until a let-
ter arrives bearing news that Anthony’s grandmother is in the 
hospital. The family takes the train to Paris, with the little gar-
goyle stowed away in Anthony’s backpack, peeking out to take 
in the sights. After a heartwarming visit with Grand-mère, who 
is introduced to the unnamed gargoyle, the family goes to Notre 
Dame, where the gargoyle reunites with its worried parent, a 
full-sized, single-horned figure peering anxiously down onto 
the city until its offspring’s presence awakes it from its stony 
state. The book closes with another close-up of the picture 
wall, this time with a photo of Anthony and the gargoyle family. 
Kastelic’s muted watercolor panels, reminiscent of the work of 
Carson Ellis, paint a full picture of these two loving families and 
the venerated French capital. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

No one could have a heart of stone reading this one. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

A SHELTER FOR SADNESS
Booth, Anne
Illus. by Litchfield, David
Peachtree (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-1-68263-339-7  

A child tends to their sadness.
“I am building a shelter for my sad-

ness and welcoming it inside,” declares a 
skinny White child with brown hair. They begin to pile sticks 
in a clearing, surrounded by tall, thin tree trunks rich with 
twinkling lights. Illuminating the scene in a pale teal glow is 
their sadness, an oval-shaped cluster of sketch lines that might 
be mistaken for Humpty Dumpty’s ghost. Throughout, forest 
and light frame the sadness as its human caretaker “giv[es] it a 
space” to do “anything it needs to.” It can be loud or quiet, it can 
run or stand still, it can sit in darkness or light, “or anything in 
between.” It can even “breath in” (a regrettable typo) the smell 
of roses that bloom around the shelter that the child lovingly 

maintains. The sadness is as cute as a pensive figure can be, and 
the decorative whimsy of Litchfield’s illustrations softens the 
melancholy. Psychologically, it seems useful and healthy to visu-
alize compassion and acceptance toward one’s own feelings, and 
these meditative scenes provide gentle emotional prompts in 
that direction. Still, the metaphor plods on a bit longer than is 
compelling; by the time the child starts visiting their sadness 
every day with tea, the point feels belabored beyond meaning. 
The pair’s final walk into the sunset reinforces the complex, 
necessary idea that beautiful and difficult emotions can coexist.

Moody contemplation made engaging with luminous art-
work. (Picture book. 4-8)

GO TO BED, TED!
Even a Future President Must 
Sleep
Bridges, Shirin Yim
Illus. by Lozano, Luciano
Cameron + Company (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-951836-24-5  

“Time to go to bed, Ted! / Head to the tub. / Come down 
from that tree now / and get a good scrub.”

In this rhyming good-night book, future president Theodore 
Roosevelt is only a boy—and he simply won’t go to sleep. Young 
listeners will recognize themselves at bedtime as the energetic, 
retro-styled illustrations and playful rhymes trace Ted’s progress 
toward bed (or lack thereof). In her entreaties, his mother gently 
admonishes her active son by calling attention to the very attri-
butes he will someday be known for, including his love of nature 
and the great outdoors, scouting, sailing, safaris, bears—and 
snoring. Maybe one day he’ll even find a way to help take care 
of the mountains he loves. (An innovative note in the backmat-
ter draws the connections and explains the historical references.) 
Youngsters will be interested to see how much they may have in 
common with the future president as they giggle over his antics 
and then settle down for the night, perhaps dreaming of some-
day becoming president themselves. Though the meter is occa-
sionally a bit forced, overall, this is an effective and entertaining 
introduction to biographies in general and Teddy Roosevelt in 
particular, as well as a very pleasant invitation to sleep. Ted and 
his mom, the only characters, present White.

A lighthearted biographical good-night tale for the very 
young. (Picture book/biography. 3-6)
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I AM AN AMERICAN
The Wong Kim Ark Story
Brockenbrough, Martha with Lin, Grace
Illus. by Kuo, Julia
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-316-42692-3  

The history of Chinese American plaintiff Wong Kim Ark 
and the landmark 1898 Supreme Court decision that held that 
all people born on U.S. soil are citizens of the United States.

This biography of Wong Kim Ark doubles as a primer on 
Chinese American and American-immigrant history of the 
late 19th century. Born in San Francisco to immigrant parents 
from China, Wong believed in his heart, “I am an American” 
(as the book’s titular refrain proudly repeats). Plain, short sen-
tences teach readers about immigrant life, racism, and Wong’s 
personal story. The question of Wong’s citizenship comes to a 
head when he travels to China to visit and is detained upon his 
return, despite his bearing a document signed by three White 
witnesses swearing that he was born in California. Eventually 
his case “went all the way to the highest court in the land” to 
decide: “What makes someone American?” Of course, Wong 
won, and “his victory changed the nation.” Told in simple, spare 
language, the book is an introduction for very young children to 
this angle of America’s racist past. The result is a narrative and 
discourse with gaps, and curious older readers will have ques-
tions. The four pages of backmatter may help, including more 
details of Wong’s life, the court case, American citizenship, and 
a timeline that combines Wong’s significant dates and general 
Chinese American history. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An important and complex period in American history 
geared to young readers. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

COLD-BLOODED 
MYRTLE 
Bunce, Elizabeth C.
Algonquin (368 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-61620-920-9 
Series: Myrtle Hardcastle Mystery, 3 

Morbid Myrtle to the rescue once 
more, solving murders in her Victorian 
English village.

It’s convenient that the Swinburne 
Village’s murderers are every bit as over-the-top and elaborate 
as Myrtle is dedicated to Investigating. This time around, the 
murderer signs the elaborate executions by rearranging The 
Display: each death scene meticulously created in the scale 
model of the village set up each year for Christmas. Of course, 
Myrtle would be determined to solve the crimes under any cir-
cumstances, but these serial killings seem to have some con-
nection to her dead Mum. Myrtle, a White 12-year-old, has 
excellent detecting assistants: her French Guianese governess, 
Miss Judson, who is almost more dedicated to Investigating 

than Myrtle; White Mr. Blakeney, who still calls Myrtle by 
the nickname “Stephen”; and Indian British Caroline, whose 
father was Myrtle’s Mum’s college friend and who is also con-
nected to the killings. Can they unravel the killer’s motives 
while Swinburne’s worthies are all implicated? What if Caro-
line’s and Myrtle’s parents are guilty? And why won’t Miss Jud-
son and Myrtle’s father just kiss, already? Classical allusions 
and a secret society accentuate the Victorian feel, but Myrtle 
explains the history as much as she explains 19th-century 
engineering, so readers should only be puzzled by the mystery 
itself. Comical footnotes pepper the text, adding wit to prose 
which is already dryly funny. Clues abound, giving astute read-
ers the chance to solve the mystery along with Myrtle.

Another excellent whodunit with a charming, snarky 
sleuth. (historical note) (Historical mystery. 9-12)

MIOSOTIS FLORES 
NEVER FORGETS
Burgos, Hilda Eunice
Tu Books (304 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64379-065-7  

Miosotis Flores loves dogs so much 
she makes a deal with her father: She’ll 
get A’s in science and Spanish and noth-
ing less than a B in her other classes in 
exchange for her own pup.

An average student, sixth grader Miosotis feels less remark-
able than the rest of her family: big sister Amarilis is a straight-
A first-year at the University of Pennsylvania, where their Papi 
is a physics professor, and her older brother, Jacinto, is a track 
prodigy with a great SAT score. What dog lover Miosotis excels 
at is helping their neighbor Gina and her wife with all the dogs 
she fosters for a rescue organization. As she attempts to raise 
her grades (with help from her siblings and best friends, Zoe 
and Olivia), she starts to question the deal along with other 
things: her Abuela’s anti-Black comments, her father’s obses-
sion with grades, and, most of all, her sister’s increasingly alarm-
ing and unhealthy relationship with her wealthy, White fiance, 
Rich. The author explores colorism through Miosotis’ multi-
generational Dominican American family—Miosotis is darker-
skinned with textured hair, like her Papi; Amarilis has light hair 
and eyes like their late mother—as Abuela’s judgmental com-
ments about brown skin are carefully unpacked and given con-
text. The story admirably handles themes of recognizing abuse 
of humans and dogs in an accessible, thoughtful way.

A poignant tale of learning how to help those you love. 
(author’s note) (Fiction. 9-13)
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Since the founding of Highlights magazine in 

1946, editors have answered every handwritten let-

ter, email, and original artwork sent by children 

seeking self-expression—to the tune of tens of 

thousands per year. Since Christine French Cully 

joined the team in 1994, that’s been one of her fa-

vorite parts of the job.

“It’s a pretty cool job, I have to tell you,” says 

Cully, Highlights’ longtime editor-in-chief and chief 

purpose officer, who still personally responds to 

mail and writes a letter to readers of the magazine 

each month. “Kids are guileless. They write to us as 

if we are their dear trusted friends. So the natural 

thing to do is write back in the same way.” 

By the time she arrived at Highlights, Cully had 

had plenty of practice putting pen to paper: As 

a child, she wrote stories and letters galore and 

dreamed of becoming a writer and editor. She had 

an extensive stationery collection and many pen 

pals, including a very special one.

“He was ‘still waters run deep,’ ” Cully says of her 

bachelor uncle Dale, who ran a small farm in Illi-

nois. “He wasn’t really all that easy to talk to face 

to face, but I could write him a letter and ask him 

all these questions, mostly about the world and the 

spiritual parts of life, and this bachelor uncle, who 

never had children and was a little bit hard to talk 

to, would write me back the most beautiful letters. 

I have kept many of them. That deepened my ap-

preciation for how validated kids can feel when 

adults take their questions and concerns seriously.”

The care that Highlights takes with kids’ ques-

tions and concerns is on full display in Dear High-

lights: What Adults Can Learn From 75 Years of Let-
ters and Conversations With Kids (Highlights Press, 

Aug. 10). This insightful anthology, edited by Cul-

ly, includes kids’ letters—and Highlights editors’ 

responses—on a broad variety of subjects, from 

school to friendship (the most popular topic), self-

Paul Chouy

Thousands of children write to Highlights magazine every year. A new 
book shares what the editors have learned from them
BY MEGAN LABRISE

C o r r e s p o n d e n c e  C l a s s 
[ S p o n s o r e d ]

Christine French Cully



improvement, feelings, and dreams. Drawings, 

paintings, poems, and handwritten letters often 

appear in the sender’s hand, in color, to convey the 

emotional impact of different modes of expression. 

“Some kids find it hard to use words to express 

themselves,” Cully says, “so they draw a picture. 

Some kids find it hard to write a letter that might 

seem in some ways a little more intimate, although 

many of the poems are very intimate. We look at the 

poems and drawings very carefully, and we often re-

spond to them the same way we would as if they had 

written letters because, often, they show kids’ strug-

gles to deal with an upsetting event in the world or 

something that’s happening in their own lives.”

That children are as affected by upsetting world 

events as adults are is made poignantly plain in Dear 
Highlights. After 9/11, Highlights’ editors received 

many letters and many more drawings. Young art-

ists depicted the planes, the explosions, the twin 

towers falling; and editors responded to each child 

in support of their attempts to think through what 

was, for many, an unprecedented cataclysm. So, 

too, Covid-19, which became its own chapter in 

the anthology. 

“We had a huge influx of letters about Covid,” 

Cully says. “They wrote to us about missing school 

and trying to adjust to remote learning. They 

wrote to us about their fears that someone they 

love might get sick and die. They wrote to us to ex-

press appreciation for health care workers. And it 

was really interesting, because while we always try 

to write back with empathy, with those letters, we 

could do it in a new way. Because for the first time, 

we were experiencing what the kids were experi-

encing in that same window of time.”

Of course Dear Highlights delves into the every-

day as well, from how to share toys to getting a par-

ent to understand your abiding love of all things 

Harry Potter. But to call it the small stuff might be 

a misclassification. 

“We do have a tendency, some of us, to think 

about childhood as being this carefree, idyllic 

time, and we can be a little dismissive of our child’s 

concerns,” Cully says. “This book reminds us that 

kids are doing a lot of heavy lifting during child-

hood. They’re trying to figure out who they are 

and where they belong and what they want to do 

with their lives. They’re trying to make sense of the 

world around them. And when we lean in and listen 

to them, when we encourage them to share their 

thoughts, and when we listen intentionally without 

interruption, we always learn something that helps 

us serve them better.”

Editor at large Megan Labrise hosts Kirkus’ Fully 

Booked podcast.
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SUPERNANA
Byrne, Eva 
Illus. by the author
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-4197-5016-8  

An imaginative grandmother creates 
fantastical superhero scenarios as bed-
time stories for her grandchild.

“Sharper than a pair of knitting needles… / Stronger than 
sticky tape… / It’s SUPERNANA!” No matter the problem or 
issue, this grandmother has a solution. If you are late for school 
Supernana can turn back the clock; she can also simultaneously 
help out at the science fair and bake cookies. She can rescue 
spaceships in distress and solve pretty much everything with ice 
cream. The villain of the moment is the diminutive Madame Le 
Flea with her latest invention, the Shrinkalizer, which jeopar-
dizes everything tall. Supernana uses all her mighty powers to 
save the day. Cartoon art in a quasi–comic-book style is filled 
with plenty of slapstick action resulting in exaggerated and 
absurd outcomes. Armed with her pink, sequined purse, wear-
ing a blue superhero cape, and with the ability to fly, swoop, 
and kick her way to victory, Supernana beats Madame Le Flea. 

“POW! / ZAP! / WHAM! // BAM!” In the end, this grand-
mother’s unwaveringly heroic view of herself is balanced by her 
grandchild’s realistic observation that Nana’s true superpower 
is storytelling. The final scene depicts Nana sitting beside her 
grandchild’s bed, her red-and-yellow costume transformed into 
a tracksuit…but is that a real flying saucer in the window? Nana, 
her grandchild, and Madame Le Flea all present White; back-
ground characters are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A silly spoof. (Picture book. 4-6)

THE MAGNIFICENT BOOK 
OF DRAGONS
Caldwell, Stella
Illus. by Kenny, Gonzalo
Weldon Owen (80 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-68188-739-5 
Series: Magnificent Book of 

A select gallery of dragons and related 
creatures of myth and legend from every 

continent except Antarctica. 
Kenny goes for grandeur in his 36 full-body portraits, load-

ing his digital brushes with shimmering, saturated colors and 
posing his writhing subjects flying, swimming, or coiled threat-
eningly over hills or heaps of treasure. Though some, like Fafnir, 
Quetzalcoatl, and Typhon, will likely be familiar to many younger 
dragon lovers, there is an unusual number of less-renowned 
monsters: the Mekong River’s Phaya Naga, for instance, as well 
as the eyeball-loving Boitatá of Brazil, the Mississippi’s Piasa 
Bird with its creepily human face, and the Swat River Valley’s 
Apalala—said to be benign and so an outlier in this otherwise 

ill-tempered gathering. Caldwell’s accompanying notes are 
rather less magnificent. Along with leaving her sources of infor-
mation unmentioned, she offers only terse assortments of 
descriptive observations, perfunctory mentions of prominent 
legends, and individual fact boxes that don’t always capture the 
thrill: Nidhogg, for example, the serpent gnawing at the roots 
of Yggdrasil, has “teeth that can chew through trees.” (Well, so 
do beavers.) There is no backmatter beyond an unlabeled world 
map strewn with tiny images that underscore the geographic 
diversity of this scaly assemblage. Despite this diversity, the 
aesthetic of the art throughout will be familiar to lovers of 
European-based fantasy regardless of any given beast’s culture 
of origin. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Worth a gander for the art, at least. (Informational picture 
book. 7-10)

FIFTY-FOUR THINGS WRONG 
WITH GWENDOLYN ROGERS
Carter, Caela
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-06-299663-3  

Gwendolyn’s IEP says there’s noth-
ing wrong with her except the 54 ways 
people believe she chooses to be bad.

Gwendolyn knows she shouldn’t 
have opened the school assessment about her behavior, but 
because she did, she knows there’s nothing actually wrong with 
her. She’s just a lazy, socially inept, defiant, whiny 11-year-old 
girl—not to mention the other 50 items on the report that she 
writes down and studies. Gwendolyn can’t ever remember her 
pencil, forgets her homework, lashes out violently, and she’s 
always, always in trouble. She feels balanced when she’s with 
horses, but she’s lost horse privileges ever since she had a scary, 
unexpected tantrum following the advice of a terrible thera-
pist. At least she’s got Tyler, the half brother she only recently 
learned about. Tyler’s got a diagnosis of ADHD but still some-
times acts out despite treatment. But how come the teachers 
never call Tyler’s mom when he’s bad? Or the moms of any of the 
misbehaving boys, for that matter? Why are teachers so unhelp-
ful and sarcastic? Gwendolyn’s mother finally gets her a good 
therapist, and as Dr. Nessa walks them through diagnosis, bad 
medication reactions, adaptation, and fighting ableism, their 
pain and epiphanies are gut-wrenchingly genuine. Most charac-
ters read as White; Dr. Nessa is cued as Black.

Incredibly reassuring and helpful for readers struggling in 
an ableist world. (Fiction. 11-13)
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WHAT WILL MY STORY BE?
Chanani, Nidhi 
Illus. by the author
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-20506-8  

In a starlit room, an unnamed pro-
tagonist listens to her aunties tell stories.

The female elders tell tales of immigration, multilingual-
ism, and change. The protagonist soaks the stories up, com-
pletely rapt. Every word her aunties say feels “steeped in love 
and lore.” The more she listens, the more she wants to tell her 
own story. But how will she know what her story will be? Soon, 
her imagination takes flight. Will her story be about sailing 
away with pirates who have forgotten their trousers? Or will 
her story be about teaching magical creatures their alphabets? 
She wonders if she will be become an explorer. When her aun-
ties hear that she is trying to tell her story, they encourage her 
to find her own voice. That is when the protagonist realizes 
that her story is more than just her present and future: It is 
also her past, including all the memories and adventures and 
histories she’s inherited from women like her aunties. By the 
end of the book, the narrator still isn’t sure what her story will 
be, but—with the help of her aunties—she is excited to find 
out. The book’s text is lyrical, whimsical, and inspiring, the 
vision of interweaving individual and collective stories both 
accessible and heartwarming. The illustrations of the brown-
skinned protagonist and racially diverse aunties are gentle and 
playful. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Wisely counsels looking to our past to find our future. (Pic-
ture book. 2-6)

A WORLD OF WISDOM
Fun and Unusual Phrases 
From Around the Globe
Chapman, James
Illus. by the author
Andrews McMeel Publishing (208 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5248-6146-9  

A browsable book exploring common English-language 
proverbs and idioms and some of their counterparts in a variety 
of countries. 

Originally a Kickstarter project, this book collects hun-
dreds of idioms and phrases from the English language and 
contrasts them with their counterparts in many other coun-
tries and cultures, from Armenia and Argentina to Sierra Leone 
and South Korea. An introduction provides brief definitions of 
proverbs and idioms, as well as why it is important to explore 
cultural differences among languages, before diving in. Most 
phrases are allocated a single page with a large illustrative car-
toon; the English-language translation appears in an all-caps 
header, with the phrase in the original language and the nation-
ality attribution just below it, along with an interpretation. 

Double-page spreads exploring interpretations of one specific 
phrase (for example, “when the cat’s away, the mice will play”) 
feature multiple quoted phrases translated to English with their 
nation of origin in parentheses, with the quote in its originat-
ing language included in the backmatter. There are no source 
notes or information on how these phrases were gathered and 
translated. Friendly, silly cartoon illustrations stylistically akin 
to Mike Lowery’s include racially diverse humans, but most 
wear nondescript Western attire, and their character designs do 
not relay the diversity of ethnicities represented in the idiom 
choices. Perplexingly, some illustrations actively misinterpret 
the phrase’s meaning. 

It’s not perfect, but it holds appeal for casual perusal. (Non-
fiction. 9-14)

THE INTERPLANETARY 
EXPEDITION OF MARS PATEL
Chari, Sheela
Walker US/Candlewick (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-0957-0 
Series: Mars Patel, 2 

Space-obsessed preteen Mars Patel 
heads to Mars in this companion novel 
to Season 2 of the eponymous hit chil-
dren’s podcast.

Author Chari picks up where she left off in The Unexplainable 
Disappearance of Mars Patel (2020), as Mars and a diverse group of 
fellow middle schoolers train for the book’s titular expedition 
under the guidance of billionaire Oliver Pruitt, who is financing 
the trip. Mars gets particularly close to innovative Julia, who is 
hiding a secret. But as Mars prepares for his journey, he also has 
something he feels he can’t tell anyone about: On top of the fact 
that his friend Aurora is still missing, he keeps getting mysteri-
ous anonymous messages warning that he is in danger. Mean-
while, Mars’ mother, Saira, faces troubles of her own in the form 
of a threatening man with dark-rimmed glasses, something she 
navigates while intensely missing her son. On the occasions the 
two do get to speak, Saira’s dialogue includes some Hindi—eas-
ily understandable in context and adding texture. This action-
packed book can feel crowded at times, as readers alternate 
between the perspectives of multiple characters, but they will 
be drawn in as Mars has to make some tough choices while also 
learning the shocking truth behind why he was selected for this 
mission in the first place.

Fast-paced and interesting if a bit overstuffed. (Science fic-
tion. 10-13)

“The vision of interweaving individual and collective 
stories is both accessible and heartwarming.”

what will my story be?



I’ve long been a fan of audiobooks: 
Being stuck in traffic, making din-
ner, and tidying the house are a lot 
more entertaining with a skillful 
narrator reading a captivating book 
aloud. Children go through stages 
where their listening comprehension 
surpasses their reading levels, mak-
ing audiobooks an ideal way to enjoy 
books they can’t yet read indepen-
dently. Fortunately, things have come 

a long way since the days when we had to get cassettes and 
CDs from our local libraries. Being able to borrow or pur-
chase digital books and download them without leaving 
home still gives my book nerd’s heart a little thrill. Check 
out these middle-grade titles that were a particular joy to 
listen to this year.

The Sea in Winter by Christine 
Day, narrated by Kimberly Woods 
(Heartdrum, Jan. 5): Woods’ sweet, 
authentically childlike delivery per-
fectly complements this touching 
story of a Native (Makah/Piscat-
away) girl in Seattle who feels anx-
ious and demoralized after an injury 
forces her to quit ballet. Who is she 
without dance? How can she cope 
with seeing her ballet friends carry 
on pursuing their dreams? 

Root Magic by Eden Royce, nar-
rated by Imani Parks (Walden Pond 
Press/HarperCollins, Jan. 5): The soft, 
mellow style Parks uses for her nar-
ration perfectly evokes the 1960s ru-
ral South Carolina Gullah Geechee 
community setting and grounds this 
memorable tale of family love and 
deep tradition. The relationship sto-
ryline is intertwined with supernatu-
ral elements including conjure magic 
and a mysterious doll. 

The Year I Flew Away by Marie Arnold, narrated by the 
author (Versify/HMH, Feb. 2): Arnold, who immigrated 
to the U.S. as a child, brings oodles of flavor to her reading 
of her novel about a Haitian girl who struggles to adapt to 
her new life in Brooklyn. Arnold fully expresses the humor 
and magic of this story that involves a bargain with a crafty 
witch and the support of two new friends, one human and 
one rodent. 

Amina’s Song by Hena Khan, nar-
rated by Soneela Nankani (Salaam 
Reads/Simon & Schuster, March 9): 
Fittingly for a book about a girl who 
is a gifted singer, Nankani’s smooth, 
pleasant tones draw listeners into this 
story, the companion to Amina’s Voice 
(2017). A summer trip to Pakistan fol-
lowed by a middle school assignment 
lead Amina to wrestle with questions 
of identity and clear self-expression.

War and Millie McGonigle by Kar-
en Cushman, narrated by Emma 
Galvin (Knopf, April 6): The slight-
ly rough edges of Galvin’s voice and 
her matter-of-fact style adroitly cap-
ture Irish American Millie’s tough 
exterior—behind which lurk grief, 
pain, and fear. Her best friend moved 
away, her beloved grandmother died, 
her sister is a pest, and World War II 
looms. It’s a lot for a kid to deal with, 
but Millie persists.

Black Boy Joy: 17 Stories Celebrating 
Black Boyhood edited by Kwame Mba-
lia, narrated by Amir Abdullah and 
Taj Leahy (Delacorte, Aug. 3): Abdul-
lah and Leahy share narratorial du-
ties for this collection of stories that 
brings together contributions from a 
range of noted Black male and nonbi-
nary authors. Each entry is uplifting 
and positive, and the readers’ upbeat, 
energized approach emphasizes their 
celebratory nature.

Born Behind Bars by Padma Venkatraman, narrated by 
the author (Nancy Paulsen Books, Sept. 7): Venkatraman 
does an excellent job of reading her own work, her straight-
forward, sincere delivery vividly conveying the innocence 
and emotional vulnerability of a boy who has only known a 
life spent in jail with his mother in Chennai, India. Listen-
ers will be swept along with Kabir and Rani, the first new 
friend he makes as he ventures out into the intimidating 
world.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor. 

MIDDLE GRADE | Laura Simeon

Great Middle-Grade Books 
To Listen to Now
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MARSHMALLOW & JORDAN
Chau, Alina
Illus. by the author
First Second (384 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-30060-7  

Following an accident that leaves her 
partially paralyzed, Jordan can’t play on 
the basketball team anymore, but a small 
white elephant has some ideas.

Named after Michael Jordan, Jordan 
excels at making shots in basketball, although an accident two 
years ago means she now uses a wheelchair. Jordan remains the 
middle school team captain but can no longer compete. One day, 
she rescues an injured baby elephant and names him Marshmal-
low. Marshmallow grows close to her, living with her family and 
accompanying her to basketball practice. Seeing how much Jor-
dan loves athletics, Marshmallow hints that water polo might 
allow her to get involved in sports again. While Jordan is deter-
mined to succeed, joining the water polo team brings new chal-
lenges, as she must learn new skills and balance responsibilities 
and friendships on both sports teams. Beautifully illustrated 
panels with the delicate, luminous feeling of watercolors bring 
to life Jordan’s multicultural school, her Balinese community, 
and the incredibly endearing Marshmallow. Indonesian Jordan 
plays on teams with girls of a range of ethnicities and exists in 
a world that subtly displays the diverse religious and cultural 
identities found in Indonesia and particularly in Bali. Full-page 
illustrations that set the scene or mark transitions in the story 
are especially rich in detail and serve to flesh out the narrative.

A sweet story greatly enhanced by whimsical, heartfelt 
art. (author’s note, concept art, glossary, Indonesian food and 
facts) (Graphic fiction. 8-13)

THE SCIENCE OF SONG
How and Why We Make Music
Cross, Alan & Cross, Emme & 
Mortillaro, Nicole
Illus. by Wiens, Carl
Kids Can (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-77138-787-3  

Technology, science, culture, and art 
collide in this friendly introduction to the way humans make 
and experience music. 

Nowadays people have instant access to millions of songs 
thanks to streaming services, but that could never have been 
made possible without the technological advances in music-
making and listening that have taken place over thousands of 
years. This eye-catching introduction provides a chronological 
evolution of music and technology interspersed with explora-
tions of neurological, psychological, and physiological responses 
to music. The book wraps up with a few pages devoted to pon-
dering the impact of future technological advances on the way 

people (and robots!) make, listen to, and interact with music. 
Each double-page spread tackles a different topic, presenting 
easy-to-digest chunks of information and fun facts supported 
by clean visuals. Some pages feature diagrams that show how 
technology works, such as how a CD stores binary code that is 
translated into sound, while others include pictures of famous 
musicians, singers, or composers. Finally, each section includes 
a playlist with a trio of songs to seek out for further exploration. 
Inspired by a museum exhibit made by the book’s creators, this 
book is best read from cover to cover, rather than browsed, due 
to the way each section builds upon the last. 

Engaging and relevant, this attractively designed book 
will inspire further exploration. (timeline, glossary, selected 
sources, index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

HOW TO VANQUISH 
A VIRUS 
The Truth About 
Viruses, Vaccines, and More!
Cross, Paul Ian
Illus. by Brown, Steve
Welbeck Children’s (128 pp.) 
$9.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-78312-731-3  

“There are more viruses on Planet 
Earth than there are stars in the universe!”

Given this, how do we learn everything we want to know 
about viruses and how to vanquish them? Enter author Cross, 
who uses science, humor, facts, and interactive activities 
(including a quiz and a word search) to explore notorious viruses 
throughout history. The book details how viruses behave and the 
body’s ways of combating them. A tremendous amount of work 
goes into fighting these viruses: researching them at breakneck 
pace, developing incredible technology, and recruiting brave 
volunteers to test potential vaccines. Cross acknowledges the 
awe-inspiring work scientists have accomplished, then and now, 
highlighting how these scientists have changed the world. Illus-
trator Brown employs cartoons of both humans and entertain-
ing anthropomorphic viruses throughout, enhancing the humor 
and breaking up the text in order to ensure that readers really 
connect with the content. A whole chapter is devoted to Covid-
19, explaining how the virus works and emphasizing the impor-
tance of dispelling disinformation and seeking information 
from trusted sources. Children have been affected in ways they 
can’t fully understand by the Covid-19 pandemic, and this book 
will help them. Cross deftly creates an appealing reading experi-
ence with well-researched facts while simultaneously answering 
questions, easing fears, and empowering readers to reduce anxi-
ety by gaining knowledge of the previously unknown.

Children will devour this book and hopefully be inspired 
to become the next super scientists. (Nonfiction. 8-12)
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ACROSS THE 
RAINBOW BRIDGE 
Stories of Norse Gods 
and Humans
Crossley-Holland, Kevin
Illus. by Love, Jeffrey Alan
Candlewick Studio (96 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-1771-1  

A compendium of Norse tales from 
the age of the Vikings.

In ninth-to-11th-century Scandinavia, the world was, to 
the humans who inhabited it, a place full of spirits, gods, trolls, 
giants, and dwarves. Midgard (“Middle Earth”), where humans 
lived, was also home to giants and dwarves and a place where 
spirits of the uneasy dead walked. The gods lived in Asgard, 
above Midgard, and occasionally came to visit Midgard by 
way of a three-strand rainbow bridge. The five tales gathered 
here, mostly from Iceland, have a powerful, unadorned way of 
going, reflecting the subsistence lives of the people who created 
them as a way to make sense of their often capricious existence. 
A mother and father implore the gods for help to save their 
daughter from a troll. A human girl is given the gift of flax by the 
goddess Frigg, wife of Odin, the Allfather. While the archaic 
details may be unfamiliar, the basic essence of the human con-
dition comes through loud and clear—and comfortingly. With 
each story, readers will realize both the close connection the 
people felt with the natural world and how deeply they lived 
their spare and forceful existence. Equally spare and forceful 
are the masterful illustrations. Silhouette spots are interspersed 
with dramatic, limited-color double-page spreads that show 
off and deepen the narrative, sometimes portraying harsh, raw, 
and even frightening scenes, sometimes gentle and illuminating 
ones; each is a tour de force of design and execution. 

Powerful, moving, relevant. (Traditional literature. 10-14)

HORNSWOGGLED!
A Wacky Words Whodunit
Crute, Josh
Illus. by Harney, Jenn
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-64567-284-5  

Absurd words have a field day.
Deer wakes one day to discover that 

one of his antlers is missing—and has been replaced by a tennis 
racket. He’s been “hornswoggled!” He seeks aid from Catfish, 
who reaches for her glasses to better see what’s happening—and 
in turn finds that they’ve been replaced by two doughnuts (with 
sprinkles). “What a load of codswallop!” The pair troops over to 
other pals, all of whom discover to their annoyance that their 
belongings have also been stolen and replaced with nonsensi-
cal items. Each friend declares itself the victim of “poppycock,” 

“hogwash,” “horsefeathers,” and other dastardly offenses. When 

a skunk detective with a Belgian accent offers help but realizes 
his deerstalker has been replaced by a slice of pie, frenetic scur-
rying about ensues—until the culprit and purloined items are 
located. The thief has the effrontery to boast of her skill at fool-
ing everyone, but there’s one final trick to be played….Kids will 
savor the silliness of this vocabulary-boosting treat, love roll-
ing their tongues around goodies like bamboozled, and look for 
opportunities to use them. The targeted fun words are printed 
in boldface throughout and defined via explanatory signs (held 
up by an armadillo) on the pages where they occur or nearby. 
Some unfamiliar words or phrases go unexplained but should be 
understood through context. Droll cartoon illustrations match 
the expressive animal characters’ comic shenanigans. 

No snake oil here—just great fun. (Picture book. 4-9)

WE ARE THE SMURFS
Welcome to Our Village!
Culliford, Falzar & Culliford, Thierry
Illus. by Maddaleni, Paolo & Dalena, 
Antonello
Amulet/Abrams (112 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-4197-5537-8  

Three Smurf stories carry some seri-
ous messages within the bright cartoons.

Welcome to a village full of the small blue creatures as 
problems appear and Papa Smurf works his wisdom. The book 
contains three stand-alone stories of about 30 pages each with 
enough text per page (usually with one to three panels each) 
that even experienced readers will probably need three sittings 
to complete the book. Pages in which the message is expli-
cated are typically quite text heavy. In the first story, Scaredy 
Smurf is afraid, especially at night. After trial and error, the vil-
lage Smurfs find a solution but create a new problem, too. In 
the second, Clumsy Smurf just wants to help, but he makes a 
mess every time until Papa Smurf assigns him a tough task with 
a twist. In the last story, which focuses on greed and healthy 
eating, Greedy Smurf doesn’t want what’s on the menu but is 
happy to steal everyone’s Smurfberry desserts. Greedy’s sweet 
tooth puts the whole village in danger from Gargamel and his 
cat, Azrael, until Greedy and Papa Smurf trick Gargamel. In 
the backmatter are three story-specific guides for child read-
ers written by a psychologist specializing in early childhood 
disorders. Establishing the format, the first guide is organized 
by subtopic—“Why are we afraid?”; “Sometimes, we can’t con-
trol it”; “Get over your fears”—with a concluding list of “Advice 
from Papa Smurf.”

These child-friendly stories will prompt discussion of 
three common childhood concerns and help children move 
past them. (Graphic fantasy. 4-7)

“While the archaic details may be unfamiliar, 
the basic essence of the human condition comes 

through loud and clear—and comfortingly”
across the rainbow bridge
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MR. WATSON’S CHICKENS
Dapier, Jarrett
Illus. by Tsurumi, Andrea
Chronicle Books (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4521-7714-4  

Ain’t nobody here but us chickens. 
(Oh, and Mr. Watson and Mr. Nelson, 
too.)

Mr. Watson and Mr. Nelson, a queer couple who live in a 
“big, honking house with a teeny-tiny yard in a big, honking city” 
with Mr. Watson’s 456 chickens, have a problem. No, it’s not 
stains on the furniture (although that might be problem)—it’s 
the noise of the chickens, led by brown hen Aunt Agnes and 
her song: “Shooby-doo, wonky-pow, bawka-bawka in da chow-
chow.” It’s a song she sings constantly, and it’s driving a wedge 
between Messrs. Watson and Nelson. The solution—crating up 
the chickens to find them new homes at the county fair—stum-
bles (literally) when Mr. Watson trips on a ball and the chick-
ens get loose, disappearing into the fair. The story is amusing if 
on the twee side. Frequent repeated phrases will assist skilled 
storytellers in performing the tale effectively, although the 
detailed, chicken-filled illustrations will make the book difficult 
to use with large groups. Chicken-loving lapsitters, however, 
will find much to look at. Whatever the setting, adults sharing 
this should be prepared to engage with the difficult and not-so-
subtle message that pets are easily disposed of once their nov-
elty has worn off. Mr. Watson present White, and Mr. Nelson 
presents Asian. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This egg is cracked. (Picture book. 6-8)

MODEL MANIA
The Fabulous Diary of 
Persephone Pinchgut
Darlison, Aleesah
Illus. by Geddes, Serena
New Frontier Publishing (162 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-913639-37-2 
Series: Totally Twins, 2 

An identical twin chronicles life with 
her much-different sister.

In this Australian import and stand-alone second install-
ment in the Totally Twins series, Persephone Pinchgut contin-
ues to write about her life as an identical twin. She begins by 
briefly recapping her home life, including living with a single 
mother and some of the differences between herself and her sis-
ter, Portia, such as how Portia is into “girly” things like fashion 
whereas she, Persephone, is into archaeology and other “sensi-
ble” things. Following this, the fifth grader focuses her narrative 
on Portia’s interests and their effects. When Portia signs with 
a modeling agency, Persephone observes, in her breezy, conver-
sational style, changes in her sister’s personality and how she 
chooses popularity over their mutual friends. A fiasco with a kid 

celebrity, however, grounds Portia and leads to reconciliation 
with her true friends. The experiences pull Persephone into 
the drama in unexpected ways as well. In a parallel storyline, 
she also observes her mother’s new dating life and how career 
choices impact this budding relationship. Interspersed lists and 
black-and-white spot art add to the levity. (In the latter, princi-
pal characters and most of the secondary cast present White.) 
Although the story doesn’t cover new ground, Persephone’s 
independent, arty mother, her nontraditional family, and her 
twin insight make it appealing, particularly for reluctant read-
ers. A call from Persephone’s travel-writing grandmother sets 
up the next volume.

A light romp through twinship and friendship. (Fiction. 7-10)

A NATURAL HISTORY 
OF MAGICK
David, Poppy
Illus. by Roux, Jessica
Frances Lincoln (64 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-7112-6207-6  

David compiles a curio collection of surface-level research 
into the various historical practices feeding current New Age 
magick. 

Introduced as a mysteriously found “scrapbook,” dated 1925, 
of one Conrad Gessner, the book maintains its sense of authen-
ticity with bland Eurocentrism. Beginning with “A Brief History 
of Magick,” David (as Gessner) provides a first-person narra-
tion of magick practices through a typical Western timeline: 
ancient Egypt, classical-era Greece and Rome, and “Modern,” 
with a single spread dedicated to both the entire African con-
tinent (exclusive of Egypt) and the Middle East. Following this 
(brief indeed!) history, each spread provides an overview into 
a single form of magick, including divination, alchemy, potion-
making, and more. Notably absent is any explicit mention of 
Christianity (a fairly major contemporaneous counterpoint), 
any explanation of the relationship between star signs and the 
stars, and the entire continents of North and South America, 
bar a single sentence mentioning Machu Picchu and one throw-
away mention of vague “First Nations peoples’ ” associations 
with the moon. Also, nowhere in the text is an explanation of 
the difference between occult “magick”—with a K—and stage 

“magic”—without. It’s pleasantly and thoroughly illustrated in 
pencil and watercolor, with diverse humans and nods to the 
Rider-Waite-Smith tarot deck. Still, despite the cloth binding 
and ribbon marker, readers will find more amusement in Can-
dlewick’s venerable ’Ology series.

An apparent tribute to Victorian-era antiquarianism and 
all the gaping research holes therein. (Fiction. 8-10)
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FAIRY TALE LAND
12 Classic Tales Reimagined
Davies, Kate
Illus. by Clerc, Lucille
Frances Lincoln (112 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-7112-4753-6  

Twelve classic tales retold, in an over-
sized album, with each one’s setting depicted as a broad and 
verdant landscape.

Despite the book’s size and expansive perspectives, the 
interior art is the underachiever here, Clerc tending toward 
partial glimpses of widely separate buildings and scattered fig-
ures amid vast swathes of flowers and obscuring vegetation. On 
the other hand, many characters, including Dorothy and Snow 
White, are depicted as people of color. Davies obligingly alters 
the evil queen’s line to “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the 
most beautiful woman of all?” and picks up the slack in other 
ways too, mostly in terms of gender equity. Along with embed-
ding nods to other tales (naming Beauty’s beast Prince Caspian, 
for instance), she tucks in sly tweaks: “Dorothy felt as though 
she were living her life in black and white.” Though the sto-
ries are all the same four and a half pages in length, which is 
an achievement in itself, as the originals range from “Hansel 
and Gretel” to Treasure Island, they are admirably coherent and, 
often, entertainingly spun. Readers will cheer on Cinderella as 
she “boogie[s] around the dazzling ballroom” and later answers 
Prince Charming’s marriage proposal with “One day, maybe. 
But in the meantime, do you have a spare room in your palace?”

Sumptuous at first glance, but the reading will make a 
more lasting impression than the looking. (Illustrated stories. 7-10)

WHEN I AM BIGGER
Counting Numbers Big 
and Small
Dek, Maria
Illus. by the author
Princeton Architectural Press (46 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-64896-036-9  

A companion to Dek’s When I Am Big 
(2018), this playful picture book focuses on older children, kids 
who are revving their imaginations and developing zany plans 
for their future.

Readers find kids asserting unique goals inside this charm-
ing, idiosyncratic, and inclusive world. Each spread offers a 
wide-eyed child’s gleeful declaration alongside a vibrant, water-
color illustration of their (often kookily complicated) plan. A 
dark-skinned kid with purple spectacles “will build a magnifi-
cent robot that can do 16 different jobs”—like raking leaves, fly-
ing a kite, and kicking a soccer ball. A child with olive skin “will 
do an underwater somersault and hold [their] breath for 35 sec-
onds.” Page turns bring surprises and giggles. Did that White-
presenting kid really say they will “blow a bubble so big that 39 

elephants, and a watering can, will fit inside”? Matte paper and 
flat colors (so many colors!) make both delving into the pictures’ 
magnificent minutiae and then hovering there easy. Light-bulb 
filaments, caterpillar markings, birch bark, snail antennae, ele-
phant toenails, fabric patterns, even the spots on a frog’s back, 
all beg examination while transmitting humor. Numbers (bold, 
big, and increasing in irregular steps) nestle within each plan, 
instilling them with a bit of specificity, a touch of absurdity, and 
some of the earnestness that’s part of all childhood dreaming. 

Delightful renderings of offbeat notions and quantities. 
(Picture book. 4-10)

LULU THE UNSTOPPABLE 
DANCING DOG
Dimitrova, Marie
Illus. by Caron, Romi
Greenleaf Book Group Press (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-62634-771-7  

How do you win a dance competition? The same way you 
get to Carnegie Hall.

Seeing her beloved human companions, “beautiful Belle” and 
“dashing Doug” (both are White), learning to waltz, Lulu the pug 
awkwardly tries to join in—only to be told by the mean teacher 
that dogs can’t dance. But then Stu, another pug, invites her to take 
lessons at the Underground Dog Dance Academy. Unfortunately, 
rather than going home to perfect her sashay and other moves, 
every day Lulu stops at a favorite restaurant for pizza…and so fails 
to impress at the next recital. No matter; there’s a Grand Ballroom 
Showcase coming up, and Lulu gets a second chance. This time 
willpower beats cheesy-greasy goodness (even when in mid-dance 
she spots a child chowing down on a slice at a nearby table), and she 
and Stu go on to terpsichorean triumph. Evidently not trusting her 
story to convey the message to young readers, Dimitrova has the 
apologetic dance teacher make it explicit: “I suppose I was wrong 
to judge so quickly. With practice and determination, anything is 
possible.” Caron’s illustrations, less wooden than the dialogue, pair 
off gracefully posed human figures (most White) and less-graceful, 
though elegantly clad, small dogs. Lulu is white and Stu is black…
make of that what you will. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Too sketchy to really cut the rug but potentially appealing 
to pug (and pizza) people. (Picture book. 6-8)

FORTY WINKS 
A Bedtime Adventure
DiPucchio, Kelly
Illus. by Judge, Lita
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-4197-4552-2  

You thought your family’s bedtime 
rituals were complicated! Meet Mama 

and Papa Wink—and their 38 young mouselings.
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The elder Winks share parental duties. First, they rustle up a 
bedtime snack. “Some sipped and some slurped, / some gobbled 
and burped, / while others said ‘thank you’ and ‘please.’ ” Bathtime 
and “snug-fuzzy flannels and caps” come next, then “every small 
Wink scamper[s] off to the sink, / brushing and flossing in pairs.” 
The text relates that “they were each read a book (what a long time 
that took!).” It takes so long that Mama reads “ ’til she snooze[s] a 
wee snore.” After prayers, “some curled with blankies / (a few had 
the crankies), / but each babe was tucked in just right.” Until…Moe 
squeaks for a drink, and then, of course, all 38 need one last cup of 
water. Finally, in a series of illustrations of adorable, snuggling mice 
abed, the 40 Winks sleep, and sleep, and sleep until “It’s time to 
start over again!” With the soothing rhythm of an old-time nursery 
rhyme, alliteration, and end and internal rhymes, this makes for 
a fun read-aloud. Detailed illustrations capture the energy of this 
busy family, and clothing choices, postures, and expressive faces 
make each of the 40 Winks distinctive—so much so that, on the 
last spread, the challenge to name each unlabeled Wink is achiev-
able. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A fun twist of a familiar phrase and a delightful new bed-
time tale. (Picture book. 3-6)

I WISH I HAD A WOOKIEE
And Other Poems for Our 
Galaxy
Doescher, Ian
Illus. by Budgen, Tim
Quirk Books (128 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-59474-962-9  

The author of The Empire Striketh 
Back (2014) tries his hand at light verse.

For all that he experiments with a villanelle, a shaped poem, 
and other forms, overall Doescher keeps to a rolling beat as he 
spins out a hefty 79 poems thick with names, places, and refer-
ences to events in the films and other media. “G is for Greedo, 
that green guy’s the worst! / H is for Han (who, with no doubt, 
shot first).” One poem addresses race directly (“Jeff has Poe-col-
ored skin, / While Joseph’s more like Finn”), and another wishes 
that, whatever’s going on in a galaxy far, far away, “Star Peace” 
would come to this one. In rather odd contrast, “If I were a 
stormtrooper,” writes a child, “I’d practice my aim anytime there’s 
a break / (So I wouldn’t miss every shot that I make”). Neverthe-
less, in general the verses’ actual subjects tend toward conven-
tional domestic matters, from the titular bedtime verse, which 
begins “I wish I had a Wookiee, / To keep the monsters out,” to 
little Mackenzie Hale, who “would not eat her kale.” Budgen’s 
ink, wash, and occasionally color scenes of licensed characters 
or of smiling, racially diverse children, often in costume or with 
licensed toys, are likewise benign. Like a celebrity tell-all, the col-
lection is capped by an index of, mostly, characters and creatures. 

The poet’s definitely up on his Star Wars canon, and read-
ers had better be, too, to keep pace. (Poetry. 8-11)

SUPER SPAGHETTI
Donnelly, Rebecca
Illus. by Lui, Bonnie
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-250-25687-4  

Fred absolutely adores almost every-
thing about spaghetti. The only thing he 
doesn’t like is how long it takes to cook. 

Luckily, Fred’s mother is an inven-
tor, and when he asks her to create a machine to cook spaghetti 
faster, she invents the Spaghetti-Tronic Electro-Spaghetti Zap-
per, which takes 10 seconds to turn anything into spaghetti. 
One day, after eating so much spaghetti that he can barely move, 
Fred forgets to turn off the machine. When he realizes his mis-
take, he gets sucked into the Zapper and turned into spaghetti 
himself. The spaghetti seems to give him superpowers, and 
before long, a crowd is chasing him through the streets, calling 
him a superhero. At first Fred is frightened, but when disaster 
strikes, he realizes he can use “pasta power” to save the day. The 
book’s illustrations are vibrant and colorful, and the clever tex-
tual design creates an appropriately comicslike feel. Unfortu-
nately, the plot meanders and is difficult to follow. It is unclear 
whether or not Fred is actually turned into spaghetti (it just 
looks like he’s covered in the stuff) or what his superpowers are. 
Although the ending is humorous and sweet and the mother 
character is particularly quirky and fun, overall, the disjointed 
narrative makes the book difficult to follow. Both Fred and his 
mom have brown skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Plot holes make this one hard to digest. (Picture book. 3-6)

JUST ROLL WITH IT
Durfey-Lavoie, Lee
Illus. by Agarwal, Veronica
Random House Graphic (336 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $23.99 PLB  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-12541-0
978-1-984897-00-8 PLB 
Series: Just Roll With It, 1 

Maggie enters middle school and 
soon realizes that the 20-sided die she 
rolls to make decisions doesn’t always 

work.
Maggie Sankhar is both excited and nervous to be starting 

sixth grade. On the one hand, she quickly makes a new friend, 
Clara, who encourages her to join the RPG club—but on the 
other hand, she encounters bullies, and mastering all the new 
routines can feel intimidating. Most of all, Maggie often holds 
herself back because she fears things will go awry if the number 
on the die isn’t favorable. She also internalizes pressure to live up 
to her older sisters’ seemingly unattainable achievements, even 
as her caring family recognizes that her struggles go beyond the 
ordinary and that she may benefit from therapy. Maggie is reluc-
tant, but her therapist is reassuring and supportive. Maggie’s 

“Lively, expressive illustrations show Maggie’s stress and worry—as 
well as many moments of fun with her new friends.”

just roll with it
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character is well developed, and her arc shows what living with 
mental illness can look like day to day. The depiction of OCD 
is thoughtful, and the lively, expressive illustrations show Mag-
gie’s stress and worry—as well as many moments of fun with 
her new friends. This is a thoughtful and engaging account of a 
preteen navigating mental illness in a world that leaves her con-
stantly doubting herself. Maggie and her family read as South 
Asian; brown-skinned Clara has two moms, one of Maggie’s 
older sisters has a girlfriend, and the girls’ school is multiethnic.

An accessible, compassionate story of growth and learning. 
(design process, author’s note) (Graphic fiction. 10-12)

ROSIE THE RIVETER
The Legacy of an 
American Icon
Dvojack, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Imprint (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-250-77450-7  

“Rosie the Riveter was born all grown 
up in 1942.”

From World War II to the present, the iconic image of 
Rosie the Riveter has grown into a powerful feminist symbol 
of resilience and equality. This positive and inclusive selection 
(trans women activists Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson are 
identifiable in the illustrations, and other women of color and 
disabled women are present in multiple spreads) traces Rosie’s 
development, explaining how strong women of all races, por-
trayed in the retro illustrations that reference the original post-
ers, existed before and since her creation and how she came 
to represent their efforts for equality as well as their strength 
and power. The connection between Rosie as an image and 
the women she represents is somewhat subtle; the poetic text 
stops short of explicitly explaining that the initial Rosie was an 
image to inspire and foster acceptance of working women, so 
some children may require more explanation. Fact-filled end-
notes include the inspiration for Rosie and detail women’s work 
experiences, past and present, in language that isn’t always child 
friendly but will help adults provide context. Unique in its mul-
tifaceted focus on social justice, human rights, art, symbols, and 
women’s history—famous women appear in the endpapers and 
throughout the illustrations—this informative selection will 
certainly fuel interest and impart inspiration. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An unusual perspective on women’s rights and an engaging 
tribute to Rosie the Riveter and all she represents. (Informa-
tional picture book. 5-10)

FAITH AND SCIENCE WITH 
DR. FIZZLEBOP
52 Fizztastically Fun 
Experiments and Devotions 
for Families
Eastman, Brock
Illus. by Tomatstudio
Tyndale Kids (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-4964-5816-2  

Author Eastman’s alter ego, Dr. Fiz-
zlebop, takes on kid- and family-friendly science education.

Fizzlebop Labs presents 52 activities inspired by Scripture, 
one for each week of the year, along with five bonus activities 
for holidays. Though promoted as such on the cover, for the 
most part these are not true science experiments: There are no 
control groups nor hypotheses to be proved. Rather, they are 
science-appreciation activities intended to encourage the kinds 
of observational skills that scientists use in their work. The 52 
activity guides begin at the beginning with the Creation story 
out of Genesis and follow on, more or less in order, through the 
books in the Western Christian Bible, both Old Testament and 
New. Each is explicitly tied to a verse or verses and includes a 
list of supplies, the activity’s steps, a related fact, an explanation 
of the principle at work, a devotional, and a prayer. An activity 
about density, for instance, is tied to Matthew 14:22-33, when 
Jesus walks on water. This setup makes it ideal for a weekly fam-
ily or Sunday school lesson with built-in activity. The activities 
are not unique nor especially novel—most have appeared in 
other children’s science books many times over—but the scrip-
tural tie-in, devotional stories, and discussion questions create 
a unique combo sure to appeal to families of faith and Christian 
educators.

Families who believe in faith and science will thrill in the 
fizzy fun of Fizzlebop. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 4-10)

OLU & GRETA 
Ejaita, Diana
Illus. by the author
Rise x Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-38490-9  

A tale of two cousins who find ways 
to be together despite the distance 

between them.
Olu lives in Lagos, Nigeria, and Greta lives in Milan, Italy. 

The narrator emphasizes that since they reside on different 
continents, they can’t get to each other by walking or skating, 
by parade or dancing, or several other means. While they could 
travel by car, boat, or plane, for now, they visit each other virtu-
ally and imagine what they might do together when they can 
meet in person. Ejaita created the illustrations on black paper 
with colored pencils and digital techniques, and because the 
characters’ faces and features are drawn on the unillustrated 

“A compelling bicontinental story of kinfolk, uniquely 
illustrated by an artist who’s lived the experience.”

olu & greta
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space on each page, Olu and Greta are literally black, with fine 
white lines that define their features. Perhaps this signals that 
just as the presence of the color black is ubiquitous in these 
visuals, Black people can and do live everywhere, countering 
the notion that people of African descent are monolithic. On 
nearly every spread, Greta and Olu engage in the same or simi-
lar activities, emphasizing that they have a close relationship 
despite living far apart. Some of Ejaita’s illustrations show the 
pencil lines, making them highly textured and almost tactile. 
Along with the dominant black backgrounds, Ejaita, herself 
of Nigerian and Italian heritage, uses a limited color palette 
for each spread, giving the book a retro look. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A compelling bicontinental story of kinfolk, uniquely illus-
trated by an artist who’s lived the experience. (Picture book. 4-7)

YUMMY
A History of Desserts
Elliott, Victoria Grace
Illus. by the author
Random House Graphic (240 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $22.99 PLB  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-12437-6
978-0-593-12542-7 PLB  

Sugar and spice and all things nice 
are the focus of this eye-catching and 
educational graphic nonfiction title.

Enthusiastic, food-loving sprite Peri and her friends and fel-
low sprites, Fee and Fada—a racially diverse, colorfully coiffed 
trio—offer readers an overview of the history of desserts, 
insights into the science behind cooking and baking, and a few 
tempting recipes. The first chapter, focusing on ice cream, cov-
ers frozen dishes from ancient Rome and the Middle East, 19th-
century European ice cream carts, and the Japanese American 
inventor of mochi ice cream, with stops along the way including 
sorbet (and its varying incarnations), the supposed invention of 
the waffle cone at the St. Louis World’s Fair, and modern Korean 
variations on the classic shaved ice dessert bingsu, among other 
topics. Other sections follow a similar format as they look at 
cakes, brownies, doughnuts, pies, gummies, cookies, and maca-
rons. World maps inserted throughout help readers understand 
where various food items originated. Sections labeled “Story 
Time” concisely and colorfully explain how certain dishes came 
to be; when the stories are more legend than fact, the real his-
tory immediately follows. Elliott presents readers with delec-
table morsels of knowledge: The immersive, interactive feel and 
the vibrant and creatively detailed illustrations that evoke an 
old-fashioned candy shop will sustain readers’ attention.

Scrumptiously entertaining and informative. (bibliogra-
phy, profiles of food sprites) (Graphic nonfiction. 8-12)

THE MESSAGE 
The Extraordinary 
Journey of an Ordinary 
Text Message
Emberley, Michael
Illus. by the author
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-5290-9  

Emberley tracks a loving mom’s text message to her child on 
its secondslong global journey.

The narrative begins with receipt by the sleeping child’s 
“two little ears.” The message glows on the phone’s glass surface, 
“radiating out as billions of electromagnetic photons.” Cells in 
the eyes detect the photons and translate their message as an 
electrical signal, which travels through hollow nerve cells filled 
with salty fluid, “straight to the brain.” Italicized science facts 
augment the narration: Cannily, Emberley analogizes humans’ 
ability to conduct electricity through nerves and salt with 
machined infrastructure that does so via copper wire. Emberley 
uses the child’s return text to further examine the brain’s neu-
ral interactivity with the phone, then broadens the overview to 
unpack the complex, fascinating STEM systems that support 
modern global communications. Emberley deftly illuminates 
their basics with clear language, labeled illustrations, and ongo-
ing respect for child readers. Signature, loose-lined pictures 
often show both under- and aboveground activity. Rabbits 
scamper in tunnels as kids swing on a playground; underground 
cabling snakes along, unseen. Details deftly enhance child 
appeal. Cellphone towers are sometimes disguised as trees to 
blend in with local landscapes. The locations of undersea cable 
landings are kept “as secret as possible, to prevent sabotage,” 
and the cables’ “protective armor” can withstand a shark bite. 
Child and mother both have pale skin and straight, dark hair. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Fascinating in scope, admirable for clarity: a winner. 
(author’s note, information resources) (Informational picture book. 
6-9)

LIGHT FOR ALL 
Engle, Margarita
Illus. by Colón, Raúl
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-5727-0  

The ever constant Statue of Liberty 
holds “the powerful light / of a mighty 
lamp / [that] shines / for all!”

 She shines as generations of immigrants join their fami-
lies on our shores with anticipation and fear. She glows for the 
survivors of war, famine, and natural disasters. Her light radi-
ates around immigrants as they seek acceptance, freedom, and 
equality. She doesn’t dim or shy away from acknowledging the 
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bitter story of the United States’ cruel beginning; “her light 
leaps, loops, / weaves, and dances, creating / shared hope / for all.” 
Newbery honoree and Pura Belpré winner Engle magnificently 
showcases the immigrant experience, exquisitely bringing sto-
ries to life. Her lyrical text is flawlessly amplified by illustrator 
Colón’s signature deeply saturated hues and crosshatched tex-
tures. Arresting double-page spreads invite closer looks, from 
the harrowing journeys of refugee families to visions of the 
diverse children—future doctors, artists, and farmers—as they 
find new paths in a land that isn’t always accepting of those that 
are different. Even as they acknowledge imperfection, both text 
and illustrations exalt the Statue of Liberty, which nevertheless 

“remains a beautiful symbol of freedom and equality, inspiring 
dreams of feeling welcomed, and of welcoming others.” (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

 Will inspire young readers to embody the virtues of Lady 
Liberty and welcome newcomers with empathy and accep-
tance. (author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

HAVE YOU 
SEEN GORDON? 
Epstein, Adam Jay
Illus. by Chan, Ruth
Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5344-7736-0  

A seek-and-find story with twists to 
spare.

Let’s get this out of the way up front: 
Gordon, the purported star of this most unusual adventure, 
makes it plain early on that this being-found stuff isn’t for him, 
thanks very much, though at first, he’s pretty good at it. It’s 
not that Gordon, a purple tapir with a white stripe across his 
abdomen, wishes to hide. His seemingly uncooperative attitude, 
explained in a funny exchange with the book’s chatty, unseen 
narrator, actually stems from his desire to “stand out.” The nar-
rator agrees to select another candidate (and to “change the title 
of the book”). Mind you, there’s quite a crowded cast of colorful 
characters to choose from on the minutely detailed spreads. So 
next up is a blue construction-worker rhino in a hard hat who 
shyly eludes the “honor” and eventually does a literal runner—
but not before she proudly announces her name: Jane. Gordon, 
enjoying himself among his many pals in various settings, is 
eventually enlisted to help find her and comes up with a superb, 
emotionally empowering idea—one that turns out to be both a 
truly splendid seek-and-find exercise for readers and a satisfy-
ingly lovely conclusion. Riotously written and wittily illustrated 
with plenty of details for kids to savor, this charmer will keep 
readers laughing and looking. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Seek no more for words to describe this winner: a stand-
out! (Picture book.  4-8)

A NEW HARVEST
Expósito Escalona, Cristina
Illus. by Díez, Miguel Ángel
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 10, 2021
978-84-18302-32-9  

Building community supplants the 
despair Rodrigo feels after a tornado 

destroys the ranch and home he inherited from his family.
The disaster leaves him devastated, with only a “little sav-

ings” and memories of familial love to sustain him. The soil is 
as cracked and “dry as his soul.” One morning, he awakens in 
a sunbeam, remembering his father’s encouragement: “You’ve 
got to keep going, it’s all we can do!” Inspired, Rodrigo digs, 
uncovering broken tools and signs of soil life. He buys seeds 
and new tools. With care, plants grow, reinvigorating Rodrigo 
with hope. Gradually, visitors drop by, and a sharing economy 
begins: organic produce in exchange for “a few coins, clothes, 
or other things to help him out.” As the land’s fertility increases, 
Rodrigo needs helpers and so begins providing opportunities 
for others. Poignantly, his generosity begets returns as the farm 
becomes a community: “a place where people in need came for 
help: a place where they could heal the wounds that nobody 
could see.” The farm supplies stores, restaurants, and its own 
farm stand; proceeds enable Rodrigo and friends to build a 
house for diverse workers and volunteers: “their own home.” 
Agreeable illustrations depict Rodrigo as a thin young man with 
light-brown skin, large ears, short, black hair, and triangular 
eyebrows. Díez uses blues and greens for crops, sky, and cloth-
ing, visually reinforcing themes of community and sustainabil-
ity. This import from Spain publishes simultaneously in the U.S. 
with its original, Spanish-language edition.

A feel-good, pay-it-forward story about sowing seeds 
and harvesting harmony. (Picture book. 4-8) (Una nueva consecha: 
978-84-18302-30-5)

THE SCHOOL 
BETWEEN WINTER 
AND FAIRYLAND 
Fawcett, Heather
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-06-304331-2  

The care of magical creatures has 
never been so important.

You know that story about a boy hero 
who goes off to a school for magic? The 

one with the slightly aloof headmaster, the magical beasts, and 
the prophecy that says he’ll go up against a disembodied evil 
that might destroy him? This isn’t that story. Sure, all those ele-
ments are here: There’s a wunderkind, Cai Morrigan, and the 
Inglenook School of Magic, and there’s definitely a prophecy. 
But this story is about his self-proclaimed sidekick, Autumn 
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Malog, a white-haired 12-year-old beastkeeper at the school 
who is desperately seeking clues into the mysterious disappear-
ance of her twin brother, Winter. Autumn and Cai make a pact 
to help each other—she believes Winter is trapped inside the 
school, and Cai knows the castle better than anyone, and he 
is secretly afraid of dragons while Autumn has a gift with the 
beasts (she counts a boggart as her friend). That’s when the true 
magic begins. Fans of other boy wizards will be mesmerized by 
this original addition to the genre, and humor-loving readers 
will revel in the Diana Wynne Jones–style snark that’s inter-
jected throughout. Themes of class, education, and equality are 
interwoven seamlessly, providing additional food for thought. 
Once readers are buried in the pages, they’ll beg to know when 
the sequels are coming out. Autumn Reads as White; Cai has 
light-brown skin.

A magical addition to any bookshelf. (Fantasy. 9-12)

SUSIE B. WON’T BACK DOWN
Finnegan, Margaret
Atheneum (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5344-9636-1  

Claremont, California, fifth grader 
Susie B. learns something about heroes, 
justice, passion, and friendship during 
the course of a school project and stu-
dent election.

Susie’s epistolary account is addressed 
to the subject of her Hero Project. Susan B. Anthony seems an 
excellent choice, at first. Narrator Susie is energetic, breathless, 
enthusiastic, and genuinely, charmingly funny. She attributes her 
challenges with attention and the difficulty she had learning to 
read to her “butterfly brain.” Susie and her family are White, 
and she has an older, biracial half brother, Lock, from her 
mother’s first marriage to a Black man. Lock had similar issues 
with focus at her age, and he and Susie’s parents are loving and 
supportive. Susie plans to run for school president because of 
the opportunity to use the microphone at school assemblies, 
tell people what to do, and possibly advocate for polar bears 
and other important causes. Susie struggles with understand-
ing social cues and also wrestles with her outrage after learning 
about Anthony’s betrayal of Black suffragists. When Susie’s best 
friend, Joselyn, pulls away and the election campaign seems to 
demand that she set aside her true self, she describes the dis-
orientation as feeling like being in Oppositeland. Her account 
of her unhappiness manages to be both moving and humorous, 
and her determined striving for justice serves her well. Joselyn 
is Guatemalan American; their classmates’ names signal ethnic 
diversity.

Engaging. (Fiction. 8-11)

WHAT ISABELLA WANTED
Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Builds a Museum
Fleming, Candace
Illus. by Cordell, Matthew
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-8234-4263-8  

From the mixed-up files of Isabella 
Stewart Gardner.

In 1867, Isabella fell in love with art and started collecting 
paintings, sculpture, furniture, and other objects, sometimes 
having them smuggled into the United States in the way of 
many superrich art collectors. She eventually decided to build 
a home within a museum, and for over 20 years, she opened it 
annually for 20 days, also displaying her personal paraphernalia. 
She willed it all to the people of Boston, and after her death, the 
building became a full-time museum. Everything remained as 
she’d left it—until a mystifying robbery occurred in 1990. Play-
ful, accessible text and engaging illustrations that feature an all-
White cast until they reach the present day tell her story, which 
will be of particular interest to museum visitors. The entitle-
ment she enjoyed (she began collecting during the U.S. Civil 
War while on a cruise to recover from her young son’s death, and 
her wealth seemingly enabled her to overcome barriers she may 
have faced as a woman) is not explicitly mentioned, nor are the 
many writers and artists—many of them gay—whom she regu-
larly entertained. However, her unconventional nature and love 
of art are engagingly portrayed, and the unsolved theft of her art 
reads as a mystery worthy of her scandalous legacy. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

An inviting portrait of a privileged and unconventional 
woman who shared herself and her art collection with the 
masses. (author’s note, bibliography, source notes) (Picture 
book/biography. 4-8)

FRANKIE & BUG
Forman, Gayle
Aladdin (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-8253-1  

When Bug’s traditional summer rou-
tine is shaken up, her entire life changes.

It’s 1987, and 10-year-old Beatrice 
“Bug” Contreras has a plan: spend her 
summer months with her brother, Danny, 
on Venice Beach as she has for the past 

two years. But when 14-year-old Danny—who has matured 
into the name Daniel—wants more time to himself, Bug learns 
she will be instead hanging out with 11-year-old Frankie, the 
nephew of Phillip, her mother’s best friend and their upstairs 
neighbor. Frankie, who is visiting from Ohio, is trans at a time 
before this identity was well understood and has not been 
treated with kindness or acceptance by his parents. Frankie 

“Readers interested in complex emotional development and 
relationships will appreciate each character’s subtle nuances.”

frankie & bug
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and Bug become fascinated with trying to solve the case of the 
Midnight Marauder, a serial killer who has been striking in the 
area. When Phillip is attacked, ending up in the hospital, their 
investigation swivels, and the titular characters uncover a few 
untold family tales. Bug and Daniel’s late father was a professor 
from El Salvador with Indigenous ancestry who spoke Nahuatl 
as well as Spanish and English. Biracial identity is explored in 
part through the differences in the siblings’ physical appear-
ances: Their mother is implied to be White, and Daniel—who 
resembles their father more than Bug does—experiences more 
overt racism and dives into an exploration of his Salvadoran 
heritage. Readers interested in complex emotional develop-
ment and relationships will appreciate each character’s subtle 
nuances.

Superb storytelling. (resources, author’s note) (Fiction. 9-11)

MY DADDY CAN FLY!
Forster, Thomas & Siadat, Shari
Illus. by Gigot, Jami
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-593-18097-6
978-0-593-18098-3 PLB 
Series: American Ballet Theatre 

Ben wants to grow up to be a ballet 
dancer, just like his dad. 

One day at school Ben and his friends play dress up. The 
kids talk about what they want to be when they grow up: tae-
kwondo master, architect, teacher, doctor. Then, it’s Ben’s turn. 
He wants to do the same thing his dad does: fly. Can the kids 
guess his dad’s profession? What job could Ben’s dad have that 
requires flying, strength, speed, and more? With a giant leap and 
a pirouette, Ben gives the kids a visual clue. His dad is a ballet 
dancer! This short book is really more of a guessing game than 
a story, given the lack of urgency or conflict. The third-person 
narration is concise and descriptive, if a bit plodding, as it tells 
of the depth and breadth of skill and athleticism required of 
a dancer. Illustrations show Ben’s dad dancing before his pro-
fession is revealed in the text, so readers will know the answer 
to the riddle before Ben’s classmates do. Ben and his dad are 
drawn with pale skin and brown hair, and supporting characters 
are racially diverse. Unfortunately, characters’ bodies often lack 
defined bone structure, so movements appear weak or awkward 
instead of strong and energetic. Co-author Forster is a princi-
pal dancer with the American Ballet Theatre, and backmatter 
includes pictures of the author dancing as well as pictures of his 
son, Ben. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Good intentions are mired in mediocre visual and textual 
storytelling. (Picture book. 3-6)

FIREBORN
Fowler, Aisling
Harper/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-299671-8 
Series: Fireborn, 1 

An unnamed warrior-child in train-
ing needs to defeat the inner demons 
that enrage her.

Twelve is an acolyte of the Hunters, a 
group of warriors who sever all prior ties, 

give up their names, and fight the darkness. Despite her prowess 
in battle, she’s friendless, prone to lashing out, and desperate to 
avoid thinking about her painful past. Her solitude ends when 
the Hunting Lodge is attacked by goblins—and worse. The 
only girl Twelve even remotely likes, the worst warrior of them 
all, is kidnapped, and Twelve hurls herself into the monstrous 
outer world to save her friend. But it seems she won’t be going 
alone. She’s joined by Dog, a massive stone beast, the irritable 
(and sometimes funny) fighter who guards the lodge. And soon 
they’re also joined by Five and Six, the two most hateful boys 
among the huntlings. At least Twelve can lean on her squirrel 
friend, Widge, a gift from kidnapped Seven. The northern wilds 
are a frozen wasteland filled with terrifying monsters, and if the 
young warriors are to survive they’ll have to learn to trust each 
other (and themselves). A few threads are left dangling for the 
next entry in the series. Late-discovered magic provides a deus 
ex machina in a quest that’s otherwise about inner knowledge 
and cooperation. All the human characters appear to be White.

Lovers of bloody fantasy epics will be glad to have another. 
(Fantasy. 10-13)

HOW TO FIND A FOX 
Gardner, Kate
Photos by Saarinen, Ossi
Running Press Kids (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-7624-7135-5  

Gardner’s text will tell readers about 
red foxes and how to find them, but Saarinen’s photos are the 
draw that will get them into the woods practicing their stillness 
and observation skills. 

Brief text on each page, with the occasional paragraph of 
further information in a smaller font, presents readers with 
just the basics. Readers can look in the forest, the meadow, or 
the city and possibly spot a fox. Up-close photos of adorable 
foxes in each locale fill the pages. Similarly, children can look in 
the morning or afternoon, but dawn and dusk are best. Foxes 
don’t hibernate, so they can be spied through all four seasons. 
Gardner tells readers not to look in the sky, in trees, or in rivers 
or ponds, and don’t bother looking in the rain when foxes use 
other animals’ abandoned dens for shelter. She highlights foxes’ 

“fast feet, / amber eyes, / and…soft tail tipped in white” and 
describes what fox tracks look like (in contrast to two others, 

“Saarinen’s photos are phenomenal; amateur
photographers will drool in envy.”

how to find a fox
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unidentified) and the sounds foxes make. The last hints are the 
most helpful for hopeful fox-spotters: “You must be as still as 
a pebble… / and as quiet as the moon. / You must be willing to 
wait…and wait.” Saarinen’s photos are phenomenal; amateur 
photographers will drool in envy and perhaps learn a few tips in 
his photographer’s note. 

A beautiful book that will draw readers out into nature and 
put their patience to the test. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

THE BOOK OF RULES
Gehrlein, Brian
Illus. by Knight, Tom
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-374-31454-5  

Rules will keep you safe from Dennis. 
In this fourth-wall–busting story, 

readers learn immediately that “If you 
break the rules, Dennis will eat you.” The first question is, who 
is Dennis? Dennis is a large purple monster, not even slightly 
threatening, with a goofy smile and a “weird thing” on one 
foot. Enumerated rules commence, ranging from practical 
(“You must sit on the floor”) to silly (“You are now required to 
moo like a cow”) to mindful (“Keep your eyes closed. Feel your 
heartbeat. Feel the floor”). The six unnamed children shown on 
almost every page display a variety of skin tones and hairstyles. 
This fills the bill for teachers or librarians looking for an active 
storytime choice, though the 11th and final rule (“Feed Dennis…
THE BOOK OF RULES”) is impossible to carry out, making 
for a confusing ending. Furthermore, the thread of preachiness 
throughout, complimenting children on following rules that 
often align with the behavior adults desire from them, means 
that some young people will see this as a transparent attempt 
to get them to follow instructions outside of the story. Still, for 
groups of kids who want an excuse to make fish faces and give 
themselves bear hugs, this will occupy several entertaining min-
utes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A guidebook that many kids won’t mind following. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

LOST SHADOW
Gilchrist, Claire
Dundurn (216 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-4597-4825-5 
Series: A Song Dog Adventure, 2 

Two coyotes separated by miles and 
mountains struggle to reunite and sur-
vive in a human world.

Having done her homework on wild 
and urban coyotes, as the informative 
afterword shows, Gilchrist continues 

the tale begun in Street Shadows (2019). Though furious with her 

friend Scruff over the risks he takes stealing food from the local 
humans, Pica overcomes her better judgment to sneak aboard a 
bread truck—which transports her to a wilder locale where only 
the intervention of a friendly local pack saves her from starva-
tion, hostile wolves, and—after her foot is caught in a trap—an 
agonizing death. Months of healing later, she resolutely sets out 
to return to her beloved buddy. Meanwhile, though devastated 
by Pica’s sudden disappearance, Scruff makes shift to survive…
first by joining a neighboring band of coyotes that is fed (mis-
guidedly, as the author makes clear) by humans and then, when 
two of his new mates are lured out of hiding to be shot, reluc-
tantly teaming up with the opener’s hard-bitten loner Jagger. 
The informal dialogue lightens the overall tone, but the plot’s 
hazards, the characters’ instinctive behaviors, and the often 
tragic picture of day-to-day existence maintain an animal’s-eye 
view. Still, the anthropomorphism is appealingly unforced, and 
the story concludes on a rising up note.

Closer to Incredible Journey than The Call of the Wild; will elicit 
pleased howls from young pups. (Adventure. 9-12)

THE LAST CHANCE FOR 
LOGAN COUNTY
Giles, Lamar
Illus. by Brooks, Derick
Versify/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-358-42336-2 
Series: Legendary Alston Boys
Adventure, 3 

The fantastic adventures of cousins 
Otto and Sheed in uber-weird Logan 

County continue in this third series installment.
This town is unlike any other: There are portals to alternate 

universes, and nothing is what you would expect. It seems some-
one’s always scheming. Luckily, with Otto and Sheed’s teamwork, 
deductive superpowers, imagination, and persistence, they always 
find a way to save the day—at least for the moment. Now, Sheed 
is glowing like a night light, and there’s a new corporation in town 
making some really suspicious moves. There also are frogs raining 
on Grandma’s house, a situation quickly upstaged by the entrance 
of Otto’s mom and Sheed’s dad, siblings who, for better or worse, 
never see anything the same way. But the family is united on one 
point: Sheed is glowing from the effects of U-rays, or uncanny 
rays, and if the secret gets out, they’ll have even more problems 
with the ultra-mysterious GOO, Inc. The cousins’ rivals, the Elli-
son twin sisters, are circling too, wondering whether their local 
chase for were-men (the opposite of werewolves—as in, wolves 
who turn into men) may be connected. Giles does a magnificent 
job of blending otherworldly hijinks with the complex emotions 
and cultural touchpoints of growing up Black in the U.S. South. 
As family dynamics push the duo in different directions, can they 
solve this puzzle and remain together at Grandma’s for the sake 
of Logan County’s future? 

Another great entry from an author who consistently 
delivers. (Science fiction. 8-12)
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I AM ODD, I AM NEW 
Giroux, Benjamin
Illus. by MacLean, Roz
Schiffer (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-7643-6241-5  

An elementary-age kid tries to find a 
place in a world that makes him feel dev-
astatingly different.

Who belongs where? Who can 
belong? The narrator compares himself to those around him 
and feels isolated. Should he even try to fit in? He hears “noises 
in the air.” No one else seems to—why him? If he shrinks and 
hides away, will people stop laughing? Why can’t he be like the 
kids he sees walking past the window? Did he come from outer 
space? Buffeted by this feeling of oddness, he seems to find no 
answers until he realizes that he isn’t the only one—everyone is 

“odd and new,” and that is not such a bad thing. Written when 
the autistic author was 10, Giroux’s poetic exploration of being/
feeling different from the perspective of living on the spectrum 
brings to light that being neurodivergent is not the same as 
being broken or “less.” Being different is not an insurmount-
able obstacle to experiencing life but rather a gift to experience 
more. In metaphorical scenes that vary from spread to spread as 
they interpret the lines, MacLean’s soft-hued illustrations show 
the narrator, depicted as a bespectacled White kid, as apart yet 
a part of the world around him. The predominance of blues and 
purples emphasizes the sense of separateness. The foreword by 
the National Autism Association states: “No one has ever made 
a difference in the world by being the same.” (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Giroux expresses core truths through his insightful and 
heartfelt poem. (Picture book. 5-10)

POE AND LARS
Gourley, Kashelle
Illus. by Hogan, Skylar
Little Bee Books (40 pp.) 
$15.49  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4998-1158-2  

Poe is a little girl who lives in the fro-
zen Arctic, all by herself.

Although she loves her home and 
can entertain herself with her big imagination, she still gets 
lonely. One day, the roof of her home—an A-frame made of ice 
blocks—collapses in on itself. The culprit is a polar bear named 
Lars who suffers from constant hunger. Lars loves to eat, but, 
unfortunately, he is a terrible hunter. Thinking that she’s easy 
prey, Lars tries to eat Poe. Feisty Poe escapes Lars’ jaws and 
makes a deal. She says that she’ll find Lars food if he repairs 
her house. Lars—who at this point is starving—quickly agrees. 
Although Lars is not great at repairing roofs, it turns out that 
Poe is a talented angler. But when Poe is in danger, Lars must 
decide what is more important to him: a net full of juicy fish or 

Poe’s potentially life-changing friendship. The author expertly 
balances humor, suspense, and whimsy, fleshing out complex 
characters in just a few pages. The illustrations employ a gor-
geous color palette that perfectly reflects the pastel hues of 
the Arctic, backgrounding the slapstick. Lars is comically uni-
browed; Poe has brown skin and wears a yellow knit cap with 
red pompom. The author’s note mentions climate change, 
which plays a clear if minor role in the story, and Indigenous 
people, which are absent. 

A lighthearted friendship tale. (Picture book. 2-5)

SMASHIE MCPERTER AND THE 
SHOCKING ROCKET ROBBERY
Griffin, N.
Illus. by Hindley, Kate
Candlewick (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-7636-9470-8 
Series: Smashie McPerter Investigates, 3 

Smashie and Dontel return for their 
most convoluted case yet.

Room 11 is going to the planetarium 
today, and Smashie, Dontel, and their grandmothers have pre-
pared a special “space-related snack” for the trip. But during 
morning meeting, Dontel’s grandmother—who, along with 
Smashie’s grandmother and Mr. Bloom, the head custodian and 
an avid astronomer, will be chaperoning—shows off Dontel’s 

“technically correct drawing of a space rocket” to the admiring 
amazement of everyone—except Dontel, who doesn’t want it 
shown. When Ms. Early announces that the best friend of Don-
tel’s hero, Dr. Cornelius duVasse Bryson, will be at the plan-
etarium, well, Smashie just knows she needs to sneak Dontel’s 
drawing along to show Dr. Bryson’s friend. But before they even 
leave, someone steals the snack, and on the bus, Smashie real-
izes Dontel’s drawing has been stolen too! Griffin’s characters 
are adorably earnest, gravely enunciating space-related snack over 
and over, so seriously do they take both the treat and its theft, 
and Smashie’s agonies of regret at her subterfuge are believable 
and endearing. The whole is related in a sophisticated style that 
trusts its readers to keep up all the way to the incredibly sweet, 
Christie-worthy resolution. Smashie is White, Dontel is Black, 
and Room 11 is racially diverse. Final illustrations not seen.

A welcome return! (Mystery. 7-10)
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AMELIA EARHART IS ON 
THE MOON?
Gutman, Dan
Illus. by Steinfeld, Allison
Norton Young Readers (112 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-324-01562-8 
Series: Wait! What? 

Unexpected facts and fun trivia pep-
per a new biography of Amelia Earhart.

Siblings Paige and Turner, who both 
present Black, challenge each other’s Earhart knowledge as 
they share information about the famous pilot. There is no 
narrative as such. Written as a conversational exchange of 
facts between the two, the book covers aspects of Earhart’s 
life including her daredevil youth, a timeline of her impressive 
flight achievements, her unorthodox marriage to publisher G.P. 
Putnam, and her life as a celebrity. Even readers who are already 
well versed in Earhart lore may learn something new, such as the 
fact that astronaut Buzz Aldrin’s father helped prepare Amelia 
for her solo flight across the Atlantic. Young readers will enjoy 
the entertaining antics and background on her childhood, and 
lively illustrations complement the text. The infodump format 
moves readers from topic to topic briskly, providing an over-
view of Earhart’s life and career rather than an in-depth analysis. 
Many details are packed into a short book, which means that 
some heavier aspects of her story get a brief treatment that 
borders on irreverent. Gutman chose to include facts about 
Earhart’s first car, which she named “Yellow Peril,” in a section 
of additional facts; this racist term is glossed over rather than 
addressed with readers. (The reference to the car’s name will be 
removed in subsequent printings.)

Not a standout on the Earhart shelf. (Biography. 8-10)

I WANT AN APPLE
How My Body Works
Harrison, David L.
Illus. by Catrow, David 
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-8234-4104-4  

An unnamed protagonist is hungry—
and all they want is an apple.

But how will they get one? The answer, they realize, is clear: 
They’ll have to use all the different parts of their body to help 
them get to the apple. First, they use their brain to locate where 
the fruit might be in the house. Then, they use their legs and 
feet to wander around the house, looking for where the apple 
might be. Next, they beseech their heart to keep pumping 
blood through their body to keep them going, then use their 
nose to try and sniff out the mysterious apple’s whereabouts. 
They then deploy eyes, arms, and fingers to find and pick up the 
apple; their five senses—along with their teeth—enable the kid 
to enjoy the crunchy fruit. By the time they’ve eaten the apple, 

the child has used—and celebrated—some of the most impor-
tant parts of their body. The book ends with the child appreci-
ating and loving the body that allows them to do so much. The 
illustrations are whimsical and full of movement, the narrator 
a trademark Catrow kewpie, with brown skin, glasses, and 
straight, black hair in three pigtails. The storyline mostly con-
sists of naming different body parts and their functions, making 
this book most appropriate for very young readers. However, 
the message about body positivity will resonate with all ages. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A playful introduction to the body parts. (Picture book. 2-4)

DEE AND APOSTROFEE
Henderson, Judith
Illus. by Hale, Ohara
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5253-0326-5  

How will there be peace when Apos-
trofee keeps eating letters in words and replacing them with 
himself? 

Dee, an anthropomorphic letter D with stick arms, googly 
eyes, expressive eyebrows, and a mouth (like all the letters of the 
alphabet in this book), thinks the best words start with her, like 
delish. So she’s not amused when Apostrofee, similarly anthro-
pomorphized but toothy—for chomping unneeded letters—
moves in and makes the word d’lish. Many of the letters get 
upset about their kind being eaten, especially the O’s (accord-
ing to Apostrofee, they taste like “little air donuts,” though they 
do give him gas). At this point, the narrative turns instructive, 
with an outright (if not especially well-organized) lesson in 
contractions interrupted by a single spread about ownership. 
When Apostrofee punctuates his refusal to play nice with the 
letters with a flurry of O-eating, it results in such a bad case of 
gas he floats away. The other letters bemoan his fate until Dee 
finds a solution. The book ends abruptly with a shared dinner 
of alphabet soup, the letters now suddenly accepting of Apos-
trofee’s ways. Hale’s letters are cute, and the book design makes 
it evident that each prefers words that start with themselves. 
While the text makes it clear how they are formed, though, the 
word contraction is never used, and many of the shortened words 
aren’t actually used IRL: d’lighted, d’vour, d’plorable. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Just don’t. (Informational picture book. 5-10)

AT THIS VERY MOMENT
Hodson, Matthew
Illus. by the author
Cicada Books (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-908714-92-3  

Living in the moment with an aware-
ness of the whole world.

“Soothing, rhythmic, often repetitive words and distinctive 
illustrations make this a lovely, quiet book that radiates calm.”

at this very moment
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At any one time, an uncountable number of events are hap-
pening. Just a few are included in this story that begins with “a 
small mouse waking up / in the early morning sun.” Tan sands 
split the spread horizontally, and a golden brown mouse in lower 
verso visually balances the golden rising sun in upper recto. At 
the very moment the mouse wakes, somewhere in the world a 
whale sings, a worm inches toward a ripe plum, and bees gather 

“pollen on their knees.” Children will relate to these familiar 
concepts lyrically described and simply illustrated, but the exis-
tential simplicity of “There’s a mountain in the mountains / and 
there’s no one at the top” is probably beyond their development. 
With the “Snap / Snap / Snap” of a hungry crocodile’s jaws, the 
time reference becomes more personal midway in the story. “As 
you sit and read this book,” monkeys are eating, rivers are flow-
ing to the sea, a turtle is swimming above the coral reef, and 
birds are making a ruckus at sunset. The story ends with the 
comforting thought that “there are babies everywhere drift-
ing off to sleep.” Soothing, rhythmic, often repetitive words 
and distinctive illustrations make this a lovely, quiet book that 
radiates calm, but the simultaneous occurrence of these loosely 
organized events may conceptually challenge the youngest lis-
teners, who live in their own here and now. 

Both a lovely Zen meditation and an introduction to 
simultaneity. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE DEADLIEST DISEASES 
THEN AND NOW
Hopkinson, Deborah
Scholastic Focus (224 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-338-36022-6 
Series: Deadliest, 1 

A dive into pandemics past and pres-
ent published while Covid-19 continues 
to rage.

In the first entry in a nonfiction series 
focused on deadly events, Hopkinson pays particular atten-
tion to the Great Mortality, as the second exceptionally deadly 
assault of bubonic plague was contemporaneously known in 
Europe (the first began in sixth-century Constantinople). The 
high-interest narrative explains the value of primary sources 
and then makes use of them to describe the impact of this wave 
of the plague as it killed up to 60% of the European popula-
tion beginning in 1347. Hopkinson notes that scholarship is still 
emerging on the plague’s impact in Asia and Africa at this time, 
hence the focus on Europe. Following chapters touch upon 
later plague outbreaks, the influenza pandemic of 1918, Covid-
19, and, briefly, cholera, smallpox, polio, tuberculosis, and 
HIV. MERS and SARS are named in passing; the devastation 
of Indigenous people in the Americas does not come up. Text 
boxes provide additional information on vaccines, the bino-
mial system for naming living things, and related topics. The 
book describes prejudice as people scapegoat certain groups 
during disease outbreaks, such as with medieval pogroms, but 
the rise in anti–Asian American violence during Covid-19 is not 

discussed. Although simple and reassuring enough for elemen-
tary readers, this effort never shirks grim details or skips over 
important information.

A useful, engaging introduction to the history of pandem-
ics. (glossary, activities, journaling advice, further reading, 
source notes, image credits, index) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

DEFIANT
Growing Up in the Jim Crow 
South
Hudson, Wade
Crown (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-12635-6  

Hudson enlightens young readers 
about his civil rights–era experiences 
that set the foundation for a lifelong 
commitment to fighting for justice.

Alongside his wife and business partner, Cheryl Willis Hud-
son, Hudson has been on a celebrated run delivering diverse 
texts for young readers. This memoir provides witness to the 
formative experiences that shaped him, beginning in Mansfield, 
Louisiana, one of many “small rural towns across the South 
that White people controlled virtually unimpeded,” where the 
Black community demonstrated how “creative, resilient, dedi-
cated, tough, and loving they were.” Readers follow his journey 
through school, honing his writing skills and being mentored 
by great teachers. In a world rife with segregation and unequal 
resources, Hudson excels with his community’s support, 
becoming the first in his family to attend college. This is the 
mid-1960s, and his eyes are set on role models like trailblazer 
Thurgood Marshall. He’s transformed by the Black literature 
of Langston Hughes, Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, Margaret 
Walker, and others and present to heed the call of rising student 
activism. Readers will be awed by what it means to find one’s 
purpose during a metamorphic time in history and contribute 
to progressive social change—then bring it all back home to 
those who set you flowing in the first place. Strong storytelling 
and significant cultural references shine throughout. This will 
be a powerful read alongside the contemporary, award-winning 
texts that the Hudsons have nurtured.

Powerful testimony from a children’s literature legend. 
(historical notes, sources, timeline) (Memoir. 10-14)

HOW DO WE STOP 
CLIMATE CHANGE? 
Jackson, Tom
Illus. by Kordić, Dragan
Insight Editions (72 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-68188-559-9 
Series: Mind Mappers 

Mind mapping offers a new way to learn about climate change.

“Readers will be awed by what it means to find one’s
purpose during a metamorphic time in history.”

defiant
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Radial diagrams break down big subjects, simplifying and 
organizing them into manageable chunks that use both words 
and images. Here, this strategy is effectively used by science 
writer Jackson and illustrator Kordić to explain first causes and 
effects of climate change, then what might be done. The open-
ing table of contents shows that chapter by chapter, they deal 
with big questions: “Is climate the same as weather?” “What is 
the greenhouse effect?” “What causes climate change?” “What 
will happen to Earth? “What will happen to life on Earth?” “Can 
we stop climate change?” “Can technology solve it?” and “What 
do we do next?” A page turn reveals the map expressing these 
questions more succinctly and breaking them up into topics, 
each with a thumbnail illustration. Throughout the book this 
pattern continues. This has the effect of making the exposition, 
conveyed in short paragraphs with headings, feel accessible and 
understandable because it always appears with an image. Text 
and graphical boxes are set directly on spreads with relevant 
background images. Page numbers and subject headings appear 
throughout. Smaller page numbers guide readers to specific 
subtopics (usually, but not always, subsequent pages). The infor-
mation in this title isn’t new, but it’s comprehensive and broken 
down in ways that will encourage understanding and retention. 

An effective teaching tool used to explain a complex and 
critical issue. (glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 9-14)

CRASHING IN LOVE
Jacobson, Jennifer Richard
Candlewick (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-1153-5  

Twelve-year-old Peyton plays detec-
tive after rescuing a hit-and-run victim 
who she hopes could become her sum-
mer boyfriend. 

It doesn’t take Peyton long after find-
ing Gray unconscious to start imagining 

their would-be romance. It’s summer in Mussel Cove, and she’s 
working the beat in the small coastal Maine town, on the hunt for 
whomever hit and then abandoned Gray, all while he’s in the hos-
pital in a coma. Her search for justice teaches her a lot about first 
impressions and assumptions as she realizes that life lies perplex-
ingly in between black and white. While Jacobson tries to convey 
some of that complexity, it unfortunately mostly falls flat. Peyton’s 
older sisters feel generic, and her divorced parents hit the obvious 
tropes. There are flashes of depth, as in the sisters’ conversation 
about what split up their parents and in the moment her father 
stands up to her unforgiving grandmother. But overall, the story 
stays on the surface. The suspense around what will happen to 
Gray and the mystery of who hit him keep the plot plodding along, 
but everything is resolved almost too quickly in the end. Jacobson 
succeeds, however, at writing Peyton as a believable tween girl with 
age-appropriate concerns, friends, and interests. The main charac-
ters are presumed White; cues such as a name or hairstyle may be 
intended to identify background characters of color. 

A middle-of-the-road coming-of-age mystery. (Mystery. 9-12)

FARM LULLABY
Jameson, Karen
Illus. by Kirwan, Wednesday
Chronicle Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4521-8103-5  

Hush. It’s bedtime on the farm. 
Farm animals large and small prepare for sleep in their 

own particular styles and cozy places—and, according to this 
book, also with lullabies that sweetly incorporate their own 
unique voices. For example, a horse snuggles up to its foal with 
a “neigh-a-bye,” a cow settles down with a “moo-a-bye,” lambs 
tuck in to the tune of a “baa-a-bye,” and so on. And when all 
the animals have bedded down, and “field and barn melt into 
sky,” the farm also gives itself up to a good night’s rest. This is 
a sweet, if somewhat treacly, bedtime story, expressed in gentle 
rhyming couplets that generally read and scan well, intended to 
lull the littlest human lambs and chicks into peaceful slumber. 
Young dreamers will appreciate the very colorful illustrations, 
evocative of mid-20th-century picture books, which present a 
good selection of familiar barnyard creatures depicted in bright, 
vivid, sometimes unrealistic colors. These cuddly, endearing 
farm residents resemble winsome, beloved stuffed toys that 
small children might themselves snuggle under the covers with. 
The farm’s environs—fields and barn—are equally awash in bold 
colors. Front and rear endpapers feature adorable ducklings. 

This soothing bedtime book cuddles up to its forebears. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

AMBUSHED! 
The Assassination 
Plot Against President 
Garfield
Jarrow, Gail
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (240 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-68437-814-2 
Series: Medical Fiascoes 

The latest installment of Jarrow’s Medical Fiascoes series 
dissects the assassination of President James Garfield.

A dark horse presidential candidate selected on the 36th 
ballot of the Republican convention as a compromise between 
warring factions of the party, Garfield nonetheless came from 
a solid background: The last president born in a log cabin, into 
a hardscrabble Ohio farming family, he rose to graduate from 
Williams College, served as an officer in the Civil War, and spent 
17 years in the House of Representatives. In his first months as 
president, he deplored the political patronage system that left 
him responsible for filling thousands of jobs. One of those who 
was convinced Garfield owed him an appointment was Charles 
Guiteau, an itinerant swindler with grandiose delusions. On 
July 2, 1880, Guiteau shot Garfield in a D.C. train station—but 
it took 80 days of medical mismanagement for Garfield to die. 
With characteristic thoroughness, Jarrow tells the entire story, 
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including details from Garfield’s children’s diaries and numer-
ous other firsthand sources as well as many illustrations. The 
volume’s attractive design and clear, accessible text make it emi-
nently readable. Garfield’s illness united the country, and his 
death led to civil service reform and the advancement of germ 
theory—but readers are left mourning his loss. 

Invites appreciation of and affection for a president nearly 
everyone has forgotten. (glossary, timeline, websites, author’s 
note, source notes, bibliography, index, picture credits) (Non-
fiction. 10-14)

TREES
Johnston, Tony
Illus. by Bozic, Tiffany
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-5344-7517-5  

The artwork is the star of this poetic 
tribute to trees. 

Lush paintings, dense with color, texture, and light, illus-
trate a simple poem extolling trees. Each spread illuminates a 
short verse centering on a single idea, such as, “Trees love sky” 
(a single maple rises into the sky); “Trees love clouds” (viewers 
look directly up through a redwood canopy to clouds above); 

“Some trees bloom” (butterflies alight on apple blossoms); or 
“Some trees are old” (a gnarled bristlecone pine stands sentinel 
on a ledge). Bozic uses acrylic paints directly on wooden panels, 
and the wood grains that show through give each illustration 
added dimension and texture, especially when the paint is thin 
or absent entirely. The effect is enchanting, and the intricately 
detailed illustrations will catch the attention of sophisticated 
readers. However, the masterful technique serves Johnston’s 
simple text (suitable for very young children) at face value, miss-
ing the opportunity to create a rich dialogue between poem and 
art. Still, the book is a visual wonder. Each page is independent 
of the others with no narrative, though the characteristics of 
trees that are highlighted move gently and logically from the 
natural world to the human interaction within it. Backmatter 
includes the names of all the trees depicted as well as a list of 
conservation organizations and further reading. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Poetry aside, it’s these beautiful paintings that will inspire 
a love of trees. (author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 
3-6)

WHISPERING ALASKA
Jones, Brendan
Delacorte (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-30353-5
978-0-593-30354-2 PLB  

Can a family torn apart after losing 
their mother to Covid-19 find a new life 
on a tiny Alaskan island?

When Nicky Hall arrives on the 
island of Shee with her father and twin 

sister, Josie, the pandemic is still raging. Outspoken Josie has 
recently become an environmental activist and is ready to fight 
an upcoming vote to clear-cut a major section of the island’s 
ancient forest. The girls’ Uncle Cliff, who is married to their 
father’s sister, runs the logging mill crew. He’s sure that with-
out the local lumber mill, many islanders will lose their jobs and 
have to leave. Introverted Nicky would rather stay out of the 
debate, but her cousin Clete tells her that he can hear the trees 
talking, and they’re saying that she will save them. There’s a dash 
of fabulism added to the science of this environmentally driven 
story that covers mycorrhizal networks and the life cycle of 
salmon, among other subjects. Unfortunately, some plot points 
and elements of emotional character development are handled 
repetitively, and transitions within scenes can be choppy. The 
Hall family is White; Uncle Cliff is Tlingit and also speaks the 
language. Although the intention to include Indigenous per-
spectives throughout is clear, the novel unfortunately centers a 
chosen one/White savior figure who is aided by an Indigenous 
secondary character who shares wisdom but seems only to exist 
to support her. 

Slow pacing drags down this tale of grief and environmen-
tal conservation. (Fiction. 10-13)

RUBYLICIOUS
Kann, Victoria
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-305521-6 
Series: Pinkalicious 

Pinkalicious is excited to add the 
100th rock to her rock collection.

Her brother, Peter, is not impressed. He thinks the rock 
looks dirty and that it isn’t special at all. When the siblings try 
to rub the rock clean, though, something wonderful happens: A 
magical figure emerges in a cloud of red smoke. Rather than ask 
her name, Pinkalicious and Peter tell her they will call her Rocky. 
Rocky accepts the new name and nervously says that she can 
grant the children a wish. But every time the sister and brother 
make a wish, Rocky initially grants it and then talks them out of 
it. When Peter and Pinkalicious wish for a gigantic mountain 
of sweets, for instance, a timorous Rocky shows them how eat-
ing so much sugar harms their bodies. When the children wish 
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that they could fly, Rocky shows them how dangerous flying can 
be. When they wish to live in a castle, Rocky gives them a pal-
ace that is too large and cold to be any fun. In the end, Pinkali-
cious and Peter decide that the best wish they can make isn’t for 
themselves but for Rocky—a decision that leads to even more 
magical results. This latest series installment underwhelms. In 
addition to the arbitrary plot and wooden dialogue, Pinkali-
cious and Peter come across as maddeningly entitled. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Preachy and predictable. (Picture book. 3-6)

SET YOUR ALARM, SLOTH!
More Advice for Troubled 
Animals From Dr. Glider
Keating, Jess
Illus. by Oswald, Pete
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-338-23989-8  

Dr. Glider travels around the world to advise her patients 
and instruct her readers. 

The bespectacled sugar glider introduced in Eat Your Rocks, 
Croc! (2020) dispenses more advice, fast facts, and interesting 
science concepts to 15 new patients here. The doctor’s travels 
begin and end in Canada, but in between she dives into oceans, 
flies to Australia, climbs trees and even mountains, visits islands 
in southeast Asia, the Galápagos, nature reserves in Africa, and 
the seashore on Nantucket. Spread by spread, each animal 
is introduced with a given name and its geographical habitat 
before it poses a question that allows Dr. Glider to reveal a curi-
ous fact. The sloth is turning green; that’s algae that grows on its 
back because it moves slowly and seldom. Blue dragons (a kind 
of sea slug called a nudibranch) eat the tentacles of the stinging 
man-of-war to make themselves venomous. The text is simple 
and short, fitted into speech bubbles. Each spread includes 
additional facts and concepts in boxes along the right. Keating 
has a knack for finding intriguing information and the skill to 
impart it with humor. Oswald’s engaging illustrations feature 
creatures with expressive, anthropomorphic faces. Dr. Glider 
has been provided with wonderful accessories: a device for 
recording the kookaburra; earphones for hearing the infrasonic 
sounds of the okapi; a safari helmet for exploring the zebra’s 
savanna. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Fans of the first book will be thrilled to encounter more 
fact-filled fun. (glossary, cast list) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

THE DANCING TREES
Kelly, Masiana
Illus. by Simpson, Michelle
Inhabit Media (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-77227-369-4  

In this cautionary tale, the trees 
teach an Indigenous kid a lesson about 
respecting nature.

Thomas doesn’t listen to his sister when she tells him to 
pick up his garbage. She reminds him of Grandma’s teachings, 
but Thomas is too busy telling his friends stories, wherein he 
plays a starring role as a skilled hunter and provider for his 
large family. His friends are tired of hearing his tales, and they 
challenge him to prove his skill by spending a night alone in 
the woods. Foolishly, Thomas accepts the challenge. He marks 
trees with string as he walks into the forest with just a back-
pack and sleeping bag, but he also strips the bark off of trees 
in boredom and leaves wrappers from his food on the ground. 
He manages to build a decent lean-to and falls asleep. But the 
trees, having seen his disrespectful conduct, uproot themselves 
and dance to new places, changing his markings so he can’t find 
his way. Thomas wakes up in the rain and gets lost. Having run 
out of food, Thomas is grateful to forage some cranberries and 
thanks the forest for the provisions. Seeing his mess, he cleans 
up before sleeping with fitful dreams of how disappointed his 
grandmother would be. The trees, satisfied with his changes, 
dance again to allow him to find his way home. While Simpson’s 
cartoon illustrations don’t quite match the traditional tone of 
Inuk/Dene author Kelly’s story, the fable accomplishes its edu-
cative goal while entertaining readers with memorable charac-
ters and suspense. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Uniquely successful. (Picture book. 4-9)

ROOM FOR EVERYONE 
Khan, Naaz
Illus. by López, Mercè
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-5344-3139-3  

There’s a lot to love about Zanzibar, 
and so much of it is squeezed into this short trip but big (and 
crowded!) adventure.

As the daladala—a type of minibus common in Tanzania—
heads to the beach, sibling passengers Musa and Dada are ini-
tially overwhelmed by all the strays the driver picks up along 
the way. A bicyclist, a goatherd, vendors, farmers, and all their 
accompanying wares all need a helping hand, and though Musa 
protests, Dada, who’s older, continually insists that there’s 
always space to provide that help. This lovely sentiment liter-
ally doesn’t sit well with Musa, as he’s pushed to the daladala 
floor and must negotiate space with animals, produce, ornate 
kitenge umbrellas, and eventually even a gaggle of deep-sea 
divers. There’s a lot of fun to be had as lyrical rhymes and 

“East Africa is presented richly and distinctly 
in López’s dynamic artwork.”

room for everyone
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mixed-media illustrations—including acrylics, inks, graphite, 
and digital pieces—make the growing menagerie of passen-
gers feel both vibrantly stylized and realistically depicted. East 
Africa is presented richly and distinctly in López’s dynamic 
artwork, but the overall experience of riding and building 
community on the daladala is not only accessible, but easily 
familiar to much of the world in this charming story. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Khan and López take readers on a uniquely East African 
journey toward a global sense of compassion and inclusion. 
(glossary, note) (Picture book. 3-8)

BORDERS 
King, Thomas
Illus. by Donovan, Natasha 
Little, Brown (192 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-316-59306-9  

A family tries to overcome all borders. 
Laetitia has moved from her reserve 

in Alberta to Salt Lake City in Utah. 
When her mother and younger brother 
try to visit, they run into a problem at 

the border. The agents at the U.S. booth ask them their citizen-
ship, and the mother answers only “Blackfoot.” The agents will 
accept only either “Canadian” or “American.” Turned away, they 
proceed back past the duty-free store to the Canadian booth, 
where the same thing happens—again and again. Mother and 
son are marooned between the borders for days. Readers see 
this from the unnamed brother’s perspective, which flashes 
back and forth between the past when Laetitia decides to move 
away and the attempted visit. King, of Cherokee and Greek 
descent, adapts his text from a previously published short story, 
laconic text expanded by artwork that captures the vastness of 
the Albertan prairie sky, with multiple panels showcasing the 
sky above buildings and natural backdrops. The story highlights 
both the universal feelings of a family moving apart and a very 
specific Indigenous experience: The Blackfoot have existed 
since before the border, and now they are artificially split into 
two sides, an absurdity captured here with trenchant, cutting 
wryness. Métis illustrator Donovan’s depictions of Blackfoot 
people are slightly varied, showing those who live on a reserve 
as well as urban Indigenous who live in cities. 

Brilliant. (Graphic fiction. 8-adult)

A HOME AGAIN
Kosinski, Colleen Rowan
Illus. by Docampo, Valeria
Two Lions (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-0720-7  

A house loses its inhabitants and 
longs to be loved again.

Bricks laid and timbers trembling, a newly built house 
eagerly awaits its first residents: a White family of four (soon to 
be five) with pets. From the “pitter-patter of a baby’s tiny feet” 
to the “sweet scent of bread baking,” the house delights in being 
used and loved year after year. The house revels in the “bustle of 
activity” as its residents grow up and age until, one day, the fam-
ily moves away. Confused and hurt, the house keeps prospective 
buyers away by shaking its roof shingles and creaking its front 
steps. Finally realizing the family will never return, the house 
eventually opens its doors—and heart—to an interracial gay 
couple. The pair not only renovates the place, but starts their 
own family in its walls. Though comparisons to Virginia Lee 
Burton’s classic The Little House (1942) are inevitable, Kosinski’s 
text gives this house a chance to speak for itself. The contem-
plative narrative voice achieves the delicate balance of being 
sentimental without becoming maudlin. Docampo’s colorful 
double-page spreads delightfully extend the text with small 
details. Her stylized human figures, small against the grandeur 
of the house’s rooms and furniture, can be difficult to make out. 
Yet the expert use of light and dark creates beautiful, emotional 
contrasts of warmth and isolation—a wonderful match of both 
verbal and visual tone.

Heartfelt and filled with possible connections for families. 
(Picture book. 3-7)

TWO AT THE TOP 
A Shared Dream of 
Everest
Krishnaswami, Uma
Illus. by Corr, Christopher
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-77306-266-2  

Tenzing Norgay, who is ethnically 
Sherpa, grew up herding yaks in Nepal.

Edmund Hillary, a White man, grew up in New Zealand, 
where he helped care for his father’s bees. Norgay grew up in 
the shadow of Chomolungma, the mountain that English speak-
ers call Mount Everest. Throughout his childhood, he climbed 
the nearby Himalayas, always dreaming of summiting the high-
est peak. Hillary was a dreamer too, a boy who walked barefoot 
to school in all weather, forever hoping for adventure. While 
Norgay’s family affectionately scoffed at his dreams, Hillary’s 
brother accompanied him on some of his earliest mountain-
eering expeditions in New Zealand. Hillary gained climbing 
practice when he served in New Zealand’s air force, then with 
his parents while vacationing in the Swiss Alps. Norgay, on the 
other hand, gained climbing practice accompanying the many 
tourists who visited Nepal and wanted to see the Himalayas. 
Although these two men led disparate, distant lives, their love 
of mountaineering brought them together in 1953, when they 
became the first team to ever climb to the top of Chomolungma. 
This lyrical, clear, and narratively sophisticated picture book 
alternates between the voices of Norgay on the left and Hill-
ary on the right until they meet. Each sentence is beautifully 

“King’s artwork captures the vastness 
of the Albertan prairie sky.”

borders
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crafted and a pleasure to read. Corr’s stylized, painterly illus-
trations burst with color and energy, wonderfully balancing the 
finely rendered text. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A fitting celebration of the first pair of mountaineers to 
summit Everest. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE THING LENNY LOVES 
MOST ABOUT BASEBALL
Larsen, Andrew
Illus. by Pavlovic, Milan
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-77138-916-7  

Young Lenny learns from his favorite 
sport that it’s OK if practice doesn’t make quite perfect.

Actually, one of the several things that baseball teaches is 
that it’s possible to be great even while failing most of the time—
but Larsen simplifies the lesson to make it a little easier to 
absorb. Lenny’s book of baseball facts and records leaves him 
pumped up about playing himself…but when a fly ball actually 
comes to him, he misses it. Maybe he’s just not cut out for the 
sport? But then he sees in his book that Babe Ruth and Hank 
Aaron struck out nearly twice as often as they hit home runs, 
and the thought that even they weren’t great all the time sends 
him out to practice with his dad. He misses a lot, he catches a 
few, he doesn’t give up, and in the next game he makes a ninth-
inning, tie-saving catch. “Great catch!” say his teammates. The 
next batter (a girl) hits a walk-off home run, but so what? Lenny 
knows now that he can be great some of the time, and that’s 
good enough. Lenny and his dad (the latter’s red hair and beard 
notwithstanding) have olive skin in Pavlovic’s cartoon illustra-
tions, and other players and parents are racially diverse. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.) 

A good counter to the insistent, invidious message that 
winning is all that matters. (Picture book. 6-8)

ALL MY FRIENDS
Larson, Hope
Illus. by the author
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (192 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-374-31163-6
978-0-374-38866-9 paper 
Series: Eagle Rock, 3 

A teen musician is at a crossroads, 
both musically and romantically.

In this third series installment, 
14-year-old Bina’s band, Fancy Pink, gets a break: After a disas-
trous show opening for hit band Anne Surly, they hit upon a 
stroke of luck when one of their songs is picked up by a stream-
ing show. Now the band has an offer of a record deal on the table, 
but Bina’s parents say no. Determined to make an album, Bina 
and her band mates decide to finance it themselves, but this 

involves lying to their parents. Bina’s band issues aren’t her only 
worry. A few fizzled dates with Anne Surly singer Cooper cause 
her to realize that maybe she finally reciprocates the feelings 
of her on-again, off-again BFF, Austin. Will Bina be able to get 
her record made and tell Austin how she feels? Larson’s comic 
charms with its two-tone pink panels and sweetly wrought tale. 
Although she occasionally stumbles, Bina’s journey of self-dis-
covery is captivating, as she takes time to think and work things 
through and isn’t afraid to speak her mind. Bina and Austin’s 
friendship has had its ups and downs, and those who have fol-
lowed this series will relish seeing resolution in the will-they, 
won’t-they leading up to this volume. Bina is biracial, with a 
dark-skinned mom and White-presenting dad; the supporting 
cast is racially diverse (conveyed largely through illustrations), 
with queer members. 

Like a catchy song, this hits all the right notes. (Graphic fic-
tion. 8-12)

THE RAPPING PRINCESS
Lee, Hannah
Illus. by Fatimaharan, Allen
Faber & Faber (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-571-36114-4  

From the creators of My Hair (2019) 
comes a tale about a princess who finds 

her voice.
Shiloh lives in a “grand house” in her kingdom, and she has 

a tough problem: “You see, every princess in the kingdom could 
sing. / Yet Shiloh’s voice could do no such thing.” The doctor 
can’t help her. The top vocal coach thinks she’s hopeless. One 
day, she passes by some visiting princes making beats and rap-
ping, and she wants to try it too. She jumps right in with her 
own rhymes, awing the princes with her talent. Shiloh is still 
sad about her voice and keeps trying to find a remedy to her 
lack of singing talent. But when her mirror speaks back to her, 
telling her to follow her passion—rapping—Shiloh realizes that 
she does have talent, and she finally embraces and celebrates 
what her voice can do. In colorful, textured illustrations that 
combine European-esque, fairy-tale castles with an otherwise 
African-inspired aesthetic, Shiloh’s kingdom appears to exist 
outside of time: Diverse Black royalty use both futuristic and 
old-fashioned transportation, for instance. The text is com-
posed in rhyming lyrics, which readers may stumble over when 
reading aloud, as the cadence and rhythm are inconsistent and 
unclear. True hip-hop heads may balk at this simplistic presen-
tation of rap divorced from its roots as social commentary, but 
many children will enjoy this energetic fable and the unique cul-
tural style on its pages.

Hit or miss, but the Black princess is definitely great to see. 
(Picture book. 4-8)
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A PEEK AT BEAKS
Tools Birds Use
Levine, Sara
Illus. by Slater, Kate
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5415-8734-2  

Bird beaks work like human tools.
With a guessing game that will engage 

young readers, this simple but effective title demonstrates how 
the distinctive beaks of different bird species reflect the ways 
they use them. Each right-hand page asks readers to guess the 
kind of bird whose bill is shaped like a particular tool: a straw, a 
strainer, needlenose pliers, and so forth. The bird is shown in 
silhouette with the tool where its beak would be. A page turn 
reveals the answer. Hummingbirds have beaks that are long 
and hollow like straws, allowing them to poke deep into narrow 
blossoms for nectar. Slater’s collage illustrations show recogniz-
able examples, along with other birds with similar beaks, both 
labeled and named in an added, asterisked note. The circles of 
light surrounding the silhouettes are repeated in the circles 
around the notes, a pleasing bit of design. Finally, the author 
suggests some other uses for beaks besides eating, conclud-
ing with gannets, who show affection by clapping their beaks 
together. She suggests that readers do the same with their 
hands to show their affection for birds. The illustrator thought-
fully depicts a Black girl bird-watcher and younger White boy 
doing just that, by the light of a circular moon. The backmat-
ter extends the exploration of beak differences to introduce the 
idea of evolutionary change over time.

A useful addition to the nature shelf. (further reading) 
(Informational picture book.  5-9)

TINY CEDRIC
Lloyd-Jones, Sally
Illus. by Watkins, Rowboat
Anne Schwartz/Random (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5247-7072-3  

The world’s smallest king is obsessed 
with his short…comings. 

King Cedric, “ME the First,” doesn’t 
like being small. “At all.” He needs a lad-
der to climb up to his loveseat, in which 

he looks ludicrously diminutive. He loves to sail aloft in his hot 
air balloon because everyone below him looks so teeny. Special 
mirrors in the palace make him appear quite tall. Cedric issues a 
proclamation that no one in the kingdom can be taller than he 
is. This leads to a mass exodus; Cedric wakes up one morning 
to find his castle filled with the only people smaller than him…
babies! They can’t perform any of the Royal Duties; they cry 
for milk and cookies; and they climb onto everything. With-
out really noticing it, Cedric does his best to take care of them, 
exhausting himself in the process. Another proclamation brings 

all the parents back. As the babies (depicted as racially diverse) 
grow up, Cedric doesn’t notice that they are getting taller than 
him; he’s having too much fun. Lloyd-Jones’ understated droll-
ery works hand in hand with Watkins’ abundant mischief. Ced-
ric presents White; he has the build of a small brick, and his hair 
consists of two orange wings, like Larry from the Three Stooges. 
The castle looks something like an upside-down wedding cake, 
with several turrets shooting skyward from the top, lopsided 
layer. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A valuable message about isolation and community, 
delightfully delivered. (Picture book. 3-8)

CITY OF THIEVES
London, Alex
Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-338-71654-2 
Series: Battle Dragons, 1 

Thirteen-year-old Abel lives in Dra-
kopolis, a massive high-rise metropolis 
built by humans and the dragons that 
they’ve domesticated for labor. 

After failing his Dragon Rider Acad-
emy entrance exam, Abel is sure he’ll never be able to fulfill his 
dream of riding a dragon. But when he discovers his sister is 
secretly a kinner, or gang member, the world he thought he 
knew is busted wide open. Not only is his sister involved in an 
anti-fascist kin, one with progressive revolutionary ideals, but 
their brother is climbing the ranks of the Dragon’s Eye police 
force; now, his older siblings are fighting on opposite sides of 
a growing war. Furthermore, Abel’s best friend, Roa, and their 
favorite teacher are also secretly kinners, and they recruit him 
into the world of illicit dragon fights, leading to the book’s bru-
tal, climactic kin battle. After training extensively with a stolen 
dragon, Abel begins to question whether the domestication 
of Drakopolis’ dragons is as benevolent as the history books 
say and whether kins are more complex than the simple right 
or wrong dichotomy he believed. These bigger questions are 
left open, but it is implied that they will be explored in future 
entries. This series starter’s straightforward language, intrigu-
ing worldbuilding, and thoughtful, gutsy protagonist make it 
widely appealing. Roa is nonbinary and uses they/them pro-
nouns, Abel’s chronically ill father is unemployed, and most 
characters are White. 

An exciting, accessible romp with a hint of something 
deeper. (Fantasy. 9-13)
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THE CARE AND KEEPING 
OF FREDDY
Long, Susan Hill
Simon & Schuster (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5344-7519-9  

Georgia is given Freddy, a bearded 
dragon, as a pet by her mother, Blythe, 
who abandons her that very same day.

Blythe runs away with her boyfriend, 
Lyle, leaving Georgia with her quiet, 

devoted father, Stanley. Georgia, 11, longs for Blythe to return—
and makes Freddy a proxy for her mother’s love, vowing to 
do her best for him. Georgia’s life is further upended when a 
larger-than-life boy arrives in their small Maine town, a foster 
child taken in by a highly religious family. Roly’s acquaintance 
with Georgia and her best friend, Maria, begins after he steals a 
cat collar from the pet store. Despite witnessing this shocking 
event, the girls become good friends with him, and the three 
find a secret refuge in the woods, a glass house that ultimately 
becomes a danger zone. Strong friendships, parental love (and 
neglect), and resilient children feature in this slice-of-con-
temporary-small-town life. Georgia copes with her situation 
through help from peers and sympathetic adult friends (Maria’s 
paternal grandmother plays an important role, giving Georgia 
loving advice). This is a realistic, sometimes humorous, some-
times sad family story; while Blythe has problems with alcohol, 
both Stanley and Lyle turn out to be good fathers. The book 
follows a White default for most characters; Maria is Mexican 
American. 

A sincere story of caring and community in the face of fam-
ily struggles. (Fiction. 9-12)

THE CAT AND THE RAT AND 
THE HAT
Lynas, Em
Illus. by Hunt, Matt
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5362-2310-1  

A happy cat has a yellow mat where it likes to play, rest, and 
dream about fish.

The cat is content until it sees a rat wearing an enormous 
pink hat—and wants it. The cat chases the rat and, ultimately, 
takes the hat. But the rat is not willing to give up so easily. What 
ensues is a true game of cat and mouse, with the rat and the 
cat chasing each other and vying for ownership of the precious, 
gigantic pink hat. Things get even more complicated when the 
dueling pair is noticed by a bat—who happens to be wearing a 
fancy cravat. Then the bat decides that it, too, wants the hat, 
and the cat and the rat lose interest in the hat and instead decide 
that they want the bat’s fancy cravat. The chase is on as each 
animal tries to get a hold of the item of clothing it desires, all 
the while trying to outsmart its peers. This charming rhyming 

book’s ridiculously humorous premise will appeal to children 
and adults alike. The colorful pictures are delightfully absurd 
and enhanced by clever textual design. (Most notably, when 
the bat speaks, its words appear upside down.) Lynas turns the 
primer-level language into a deliciously clever, rhythmic text; 
paired with the vibrant illustrations it makes for an ideal read-
aloud. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightfully silly rhyming picture book about cats, rats, 
bats, and high fashion. (Picture book. 2-6)

A TRIP AROUND THE SUN
Marcero, Deborah
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (72 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-77440-8 
Series: Haylee and Comet, 2 

Change is in the air for Haylee and 
Comet.

Three heartwarming tales highlight 
how change can be “hard,” “messy,” or even “FAST.” After mis-
taking a caterpillar for a tiny comet, Comet (an actual comet) 
learns about metamorphosis in “The Cocoon.” The discussion 
broadens to change in general, prompting Comet to ask human 
pal Haylee whether both of them will change as well. They con-
tinue to observe the caterpillar (à la “slow TV”) until she even-
tually morphs into a luna moth. In “Snow Cone,” a heat wave 
prompts the pair to seek out the icy treats to cool off. Along the 
way, they meet a litter of kittens. One of these kittens follows 
them to the snow cone cart. In “Growing Up,” Haylee outgrows 
a pair of roller skates, and Comet wonders if they’re growing, too. 
They both go to the measuring wall to take stock. Haylee has 
grown 2 inches. Comet is disappointed to still be the same—at 
least on the outside. Identical in tone to predecessor Haylee and 
Comet (2021), this sequel effectively melds Frog and Toad–esque 
truisms about friendship with brilliant full-color art. Each story 
ends with a coda that offers an element of nonfiction or gives the 
duo a chance to reflect. The fairly predictable block-panel format 
has at most six panels per page. Haylee has pale skin; a secondary 
human character has brown skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A bright sequel. (Graphic early reader. 6-9)

TERRIFIC TABLE MANNERS
Markel, Michelle
Illus. by Liddiard, Merrilee
Cameron + Company (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-951836-23-8  

Two adults host a dinner party to 
teach etiquette to kids.

Mr. Faris (“went to manners school 
in Paris”) and Prudence (“she’ll be sitting with the students”) are 
utterly serious about dining protocols at this long, pristine table 

“Lynas turns the primer-level language into 
a deliciously clever, rhythmic text.”

the cat and the rat and the hat



1 3 2   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

set with china and silver. Markel and Liddiard aim for the mem-
orization-offset-by-mischief they achieved in Terrible Times Tables 
(2019), and it partly works: Adults are baddies (for being prim); 
kids are energetic; things get mildly gross for giggles (“No smack-
ing lips, try not to slurp. / Kevin—we all heard you burp”); and 
some of the rhymes are bang-on (respect/incorrect; list/dismissed). 
By the end, a grand mess is made. On the other hand, some 
rhymes and scansions are maddening near misses (commo tion/
potions—why not make them both singular??—and “You are not a 
trained seal at a show! / Hold asparagus stalks just so” when You’re 
would work better). Moreover, some of the rules are musty and 
outdated—the prohibition on discussing politics or religion and 
the requirement to accept servings of food when you don’t want 
them. Sober endnotes pleading for good manners won’t touch 
a single reader. However, the limited-palette illustrations using 
browns, grays, and spirited lines to show this multiracial group of 
kids getting into gleeful trouble are hard to resist.

Not the primer it means to be but playful nevertheless. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

SHELTER
Matheson, Christie
Random House (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-37638-6
978-0-593-37639-3 PLB  

What’s a typical day like for a child 
who lives in a homeless shelter in San 
Francisco?

Maya, 10, walks readers through hers. 
Mama has a job interview, so Maya rides 

the bus to school alone, leaving her breakfast—a banana—for 
her 2-year-old sister, Gabby, whom Mama, if hired, must bring 
to work. Maya knows Gabby, with severe food allergies, fusses 
when hungry. Ever since a distracted driver plowed into their 
dad’s bicycle, he’s been hospitalized, sedated, with a traumatic 
brain injury; he’ll undergo surgery today. Maya attends a pri-
vate school (tuition-free—Mama used to teach there, before 
the accident changed everything) in the affluent neighborhood 
where her family once lived. Students volunteer at a food pan-
try; now Maya’s family depends on one. She’s hidden her situa-
tion from classmates, even friends, dreading its discovery by a 
bullying mean girl. Yet Maya knows her White family is lucky: 
They have their own room at the shelter; Mama’s employable; 
Dad, a freelance writer doing well before the accident, may do 
so again. But Matheson makes it clear that there are no guar-
antees. The home they rented was sold; skyrocketing rents put 
most housing beyond their means, as medical insurance pre-
miums consumed their resources. Bright, self-conscious, and 
affectionate, Maya’s a credible and appealing tour guide to liv-
ing on the edge in an American city with vast income inequality 
and a fragile, fraying social safety net. 

Brings a pressing national crisis into clear focus for young 
readers; highly recommended. (preface, author’s note) (Fiction. 
8-12)

TRISTAN STRONG KEEPS 
PUNCHING
Mbalia, Kwame
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-368-05487-4 
Series: Tristan Strong, 3 

The much-anticipated conclusion to 
the Tristan Strong trilogy.

It’s been two weeks since the events 
of Tristan Strong Destroys the World (2020), 

and Tristan is trying to find the many Alkeans “scattered across 
the country.” While searching for his Alkean friends, Tristan dis-
covers children and spirits are being snatched and that his old 
foe, King Cotton, is free and has a nefarious plan that threatens 
the Alkeans’ and Tristan’s worlds alike. Fascinating new char-
acters are introduced, but readers, sadly, don’t spend enough 
time with them; old friends reappear—readers will be happy 
to see the return of fan favorite Gum Baby. Sobering truths are 
balanced with humor and moments of wisdom throughout: 

“…anger uncontrolled is chaotic at best. At worst? It’s a time bomb. 
But anger leashed, anger harnessed, anger shaped and molded 
and given purpose? It can be a tool.” The pacing is choppy at 
times, but this story is just as action-packed as the previous two. 
Tristan, no longer a reluctant hero, continues to behave with 
reckless impetuousness despite experiencing the consequences 
of his actions, moving him from realistically fallible to borderline 
questionable, especially since the warnings he ignores are often 
from women and girls who suffer the consequences of his poor 
decisions. That said, fans of the series will enjoy this return to his 
story. Tristan and most other characters are Black.

A satisfying finale. (Fantasy. 10-14)

A PAIR OF PEARS AND AN 
ORANGE
McGregor, Anna
Illus. by the author
Scribble (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-95035-470-2  

A duo of pears adjusts to a new 
playmate.

Together, a “pair of pears” teeter on a seesaw, play table ten-
nis, and ride a tandem bike. Then Orange arrives and asks to join 
them. Little Pear immediately agrees, but Big Pear isn’t so sure. 
The trio try playing tic-tac-toe, rowing a boat, and having a tug 
of war, but three’s a crowd. Orange and Little Pear don’t mind, 
but Big Pear feels “squeezed out” by “someone new and zesty” 
and leaves in search of a new playmate. When Big Pear encoun-
ters three peas jumping rope, she asks to join them. So the three 
peas and Big Pear try playing piggy in the middle and making a 
cheerleading pyramid, activities designed best for three. As the 
peas tuck into their night pod, Big Pear just doesn’t fit. Missing 
her old friends, Big Pear returns with new games “perfect for 

“Readers will be happy to see the return of fan favorite Gum Baby.”
tristan strong keeps punching
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three.” Using humorous wordplay, the text sends the message 
there’s always room for one more, a concept reinforced by the 
droll, quiet illustrations. Simple flat shapes in lime, orange, and 
ocher represent the pears, orange, and peas with minimal black 
lines suggesting their faces, limbs, and accessories. Variations in 
perspective, size, and placement of pear, orange, and pea shapes 
against the plain white, aqua, and gray backgrounds effectively 
create illusions of depth, time, and emotion for this small but 
expanding circle of friends. 

A mindful, whimsical lesson in inclusivity. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE SWALLOWS’ 
FLIGHT 
McKay, Hilary
McElderry (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-66590-091-1  

This follow-up to 2018’s Love to 
Everyone reunites readers with cherished 
characters, and the circle of beloved 
friends and family grows.

Spanning 1927 to 1947, this novel fol-
lows a well-drawn ensemble cast through the interwar years and 
the turbulence of World War II before leaving them battered 
but resolute. The Great War casts a shadow over young people’s 
lives—a father or uncle lost or seriously wounded; a mother or 
aunt haunted by memories of nursing the soldiers. Best friends 
Erik and Hans live in Berlin, dreaming of working at the zoo 
tending to animals (Erik) and running a pastry stall (Hans). They 
are disturbed by Hitler but, facing forces beyond their control, 
eventually become Luftwaffe pilots. In Plymouth, Violet’s 
daughter, Ruby, is self-conscious about prominent birthmarks 
on her face that draw unwelcome attention. Kate, daughter 
of Peter and Vanessa, is the youngest of the Penrose brood in 
Oxford. Her health is delicate, and she fades into the back-
ground, honing her observational skills. Clarry is godmother to 
Ruby and Kate, and Rupert comes and goes, dispensing treats—
the benevolent English counterpart to Hans’ glamorous Uncle 
Karl. These four young people and their families—plus one 
abandoned scrapyard dog—find their orbits intersecting due to 
the vagaries of war on the way to a poignant and utterly satisfy-
ing conclusion. Third-person chapters filled (but never to the 
point of distraction) with historical texture rotate among the 
charming characters’ distinct voices and perspectives. Charac-
ters read as White. 

Stirring and unforgettable. (family trees) (Historical fiction. 
9-14)

CLARICE THE BRAVE
McMann, Lisa
Illus. by Caparo, Antonio
Putnam (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-32337-3  

Mutiny on their shipboard home 
separates mouse siblings. 

Clarice and Charles Sebastian—the 
runt of the litter—have lived all their lives 
on the Carlotta. But after their mother 

is washed overboard, Clarice knows it’s up to her to take care 
of Charles Sebastian, especially since her mother’s last words 
were that she believed in her. During a mutiny, Clarice’s crate is 
thrown aboard the launch along with the castoff human captain 
and crew, but Charles Sebastian is left aboard with the muti-
neers. Clarice is devastated to lose her brother and horrified to 
discover that Special Lady, the ship’s cat who ate her sister, is in 
the launch as well. Dire need forces the cat and mouse to col-
laborate, as the launch runs out of food and water and people 
start dying. All the while, Clarice worries that Charles Sebas-
tian won’t survive by himself, and she vows to find him again. 
Adventures follow, the narration going back and forth between 
the siblings. The relationship between Clarice and Special Lady 
is very well drawn, as is Charles Sebastian’s unusual friendship 
aboard the Carlotta with Benjelloun, a 12-year-old girl chained 
in the brig by the mutineers. However, Clarice’s repetitious 
rumination on her worry for Charles Sebastian and her moth-
er’s final words eventually become threadbare prompts, blunt-
ing the theme’s impact. Human characters read as White. Final 
illustrations not seen. 

A bit repetitious but a fine, unusual story altogether. 
(Adventure. 8-12)

A KIND OF SPARK
McNicoll, Elle
Crown (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-37425-2
978-0-593-37426-9 PLB  

An autistic girl campaigns to memo-
rialize women branded as witches.

Eleven-year-old Addie knows what 
it’s like to be different. Her acute hear-
ing makes loud sounds painful. Hugs, eye 

contact, and certain textures are hard to tolerate, and she can’t 
always understand people’s expressions. Her prickly older sis-
ter Nina is hard to read. Addie’s mean-spirited teacher publicly 
scorns her work, dismisses her capability, and even joins her 
classmates’ taunts. Only Addie’s other older sister, outspoken 
Keedie, who’s also autistic, really understands her fascination 
with sharks or the fatigue of “masking” her natural behavior 
to appease neurotypical people. So when Addie learns that her 
Scottish village once killed nonconforming women accused 
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of witchcraft, her keen empathy compels her to petition for a 
memorial. But how can she convince a committee that doesn’t 
believe she can think for herself? Though exposition is occa-
sionally heavy-handed and secondary characters somewhat 
one-dimensional, the author, herself neurodivergent, imbues 
Addie’s unapologetically autistic perspective with compassion 
and insight. Addie’s accounts of constantly second-guessing 
herself ring painfully true, and her observations are diamond 
sharp; she scrutinizes people’s faces to ensure they’re “never 
confused or offended” but wonders, “Are any of them ever 
doing the same for me?” The bullying Addie endures will leave 
readers’ stomachs in sympathetic knots, but Addie’s nuanced 
relationships with her sisters and a new friend, Audrey, infuse 
humor and heart. Most characters default to White.

Earnest and perceptive. (Fiction. 9-12)

FOR YOU
Merlán, Paula 
Illus. by Millán, Blanca
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 15, 2021
978-84-18302-09-1  

Two siblings show appreciation for 
their parents as they grow into adulthood.

“We would do anything for you….Because you do anything 
for the two of us,” the children explain. Peppering their Asian-
presenting father and Black-presenting mother with smooches, 
they “would weave a boundless blanket of kisses with threads of 
joy.” As the parents worry over finances, the children exclaim 
they “would magically solve all of [their] problems.” Likewise, 
their parents’ “smiles light up the way for [them]” as they leave 
the nest, and they are there to catch their children should they 
fall. With each spread, the family grows older. And with each up 
and down that life and age bring, parents and children comfort 
and care for one another. The cycle of love joyfully continues 
with the next (multiracial) generation. Millán’s colorful and 
movement-filled illustrations add whimsy to the sentiment. 
Merlán’s text is short and occasionally metaphorical, and the 
illustrations provide grounded examples. Cheeky humor also 
lies in the artwork: A spread depicting the children drawing 
all over the walls accompanies their assertion that they “would 
masterfully draw the path that leads to the stars”; in another, 
the parents take cover as the children gleefully splatter the veg-
etables they promise to “eat…without grumbling.” Written as 
an address from child to parent, this celebratory and reassur-
ing offering may find a home on the shelf as a family read. This 
Spanish import publishes simultaneously with the U.S. edition 
of the original version.

A short and sweet ode to parenthood and family. (Picture 
book. 4-8) (Por vosotros: 978-84-18302-08-4)

PEGGY’S IMPOSSIBLE 
TALE 
Miki, Slavia & Miki, Roy
Illus. by Ando, Mariko
Tradewind Books (64 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-926890-21-0  

A seemingly ordinary guinea pig 
becomes extraordinary through the nur-
turing love of the family who adopts her. 

It’s not often that you get to read a 
guinea pig’s autobiography. Especially one with ambitions to be 
not only seen, but heard. When a young girl named Lisa adopts 
the narrator and names her Peggy, it is understood not only that 
Lisa believes in Peggy, but that Peggy recognizes Lisa as special 
as well. Soon Peggy and Lisa take turns listening to each other, 
sharing family routines, and navigating the challenges of the 
surrounding world. Peggy even learns to climb stairs and to walk 
with a leash. Peggy’s consistent and persistent efforts reflect the 
advice of Lisa’s mother: “The difficult is done immediately. The 
impossible takes a little longer.” Eventually Peggy wins public 
recognition for her accomplishments. Multiaward winner Roy 
Miki is a member of the Order of Canada, and this is the second 
children’s book he has written with his wife, Slavia Miki. The 
story is based on true events in the life of the Mikis’ daughter 
and is enhanced by Ando’s appealing line-and-color illustra-
tions. Lisa is biracial, with an East Asian dad and White mom; 
Peggy is completely adorable, with white fur and pink eyes, ears, 
and feet. There’s art on every spread; it combines with the short 
chapters to make this an especially apt choice for transitioning 
readers.

This simple, endearing story has universal appeal. (Fiction. 
6-9)

BESTIES
Work It Out
Miller, Kayla & Canino, Jeffrey
Illus. by Luu, Kristina
Etch/HarperCollins (216 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-358-56191-0 
Series: World of Click, 1 

A bad decision over tweenage respon-
sibilities creates a friendship rift.

Sixth graders Chanda and Beth are 
best friends looking for quick cash. Chanda Basu, a dark-haired 
girl who is cued as Indian American, yearns for respect from her 
overtly critical parents, who favor her successful college student 
older sister. Beth Wagner, who presents White, has a demon-
strative, loving family with hardworking parents and a support-
ive older sister. When a dogsitting opportunity for a fancy client 
arises, the girls enjoy being in luxurious surroundings, trying on 
the dog owner’s clothes and taking photos for social media. This 
lapse in judgment brings chaos to the job and, in the subsequent 
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fallout, puts their friendship at risk. Even as they work hard 
to solve the crisis, the storyline conveys value judgments, as 
Chanda repeatedly makes less mature choices, while Beth dis-
plays a stronger moral compass. The ultimate lesson, however, 
is about communication and working through conflict, because 
friendships are worth nourishing. A spinoff from Miller’s Click 
series, this graphic novel features BFFs whose emotional highs 
and lows propel the story forward. The full-color cartoonlike 
illustrations capture the energy and drama of middle school life 
and, notably, highlight body positivity through Beth’s family. 
Unfortunately, the stark contrast between Beth’s warm, con-
vivial home life and Chanda’s lonelier, pressure-filled one feeds 
into negative stereotypes about Asian American families.

A not-so-subtle look at faulty decision-making. (Q&A, 
character sketches) (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

THE SUN, THE MOON, AND 
THE STARS
Minor, Rachel Montez
Illus. by Won, Annie
Crown (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-30937-7
978-0593-30938-4 PLB  

A lyrical ode to the children.
The speaker remains unidentified in second-person text, 

which addresses three children in turn as “you” while also 
implying child readers. Soft-focus illustrations lend specific-
ity by placing each child in the context of family and interests. 
First is a child of color in a family that appears to be composed 
of an Asian father, White mother, Asian grandmother, and 
biracial younger sibling. The narrator assures the child that 

“You are like the sun… / rising every day / with your energy and 
light.” The illustrations depict the child in a bright yellow dress, 
singing and dancing for the family and then taking the stage 
before a crowd while yellow confetti falls from the sky and a 
white dove swoops overhead. Next is a blond, White child who 
is “like the moon… / sometimes full and big, / sometimes new 
and small.” This child is depicted as an animal lover doting on 
a family of kittens they find in a box and bring home to par-
ents and two siblings, all of whom present as White. Finally, a 
Black-presenting child is likened to “the stars in the night sky, 
/ lighting the way for all to see— / even on their darkest night.” 
This child wears aviator goggles and plays with a toy airplane as 
mother and father, both also Black, encourage their offspring’s 
interest by gazing at the sky as a family before the child takes 
flight. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Warm and bright. (Picture book. 2-5)

IN THE MEADOW 
OF FANTASIES
Mohammadi, Hadi
Illus. by Safakhoo, Nooshin
Trans. by Khalili, Sara
Elsewhere Editions (42 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-939810-90-8  

A simple narrative creates an emo-
tionally rich story in this picture book by 

two Iranian creators.
A girl daydreams a story about seven horses, inspired by the 

mobile above her bed. The first six horses have different col-
ors, homes, and dreams. The seventh lacks a color, a home, even 
a dream of its own. So the other horses share patches of their 
coats, bits of their homes, and sparks of their dreams. Soon the 
seventh horse becomes a parent, following after the others. The 
story shifts to follow the young foal as it frolics through fanta-
sies and then follows its dream back to the bedroom of the girl. 
Translated from Persian, this fantastical adventure draws read-
ers in with lyrical text and mesmerizing illustrations. Each page 
turn reveals a new layer of fantasy that eventually merges with 
the girl’s reality. Deft composition pairs slightly rough, stone-
like textures with exquisite details. The girl, like the seventh 
horse, lacks a color, so her whole body is rendered in black and 
white, and she has straight black hair. One illustration features 
an empty wheelchair near the girl’s bed, and she is depicted in 
red braces; however, wheelchair and braces are absent from the 
remainder of the story. Though the story is ultimately joyous, 
there’s an emotionally compelling sense of longing that thrums 
just under the surface. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An equine reverie that blossoms into a fantastical and 
emotionally captivating adventure. (Picture book. 4-9)

A HOME UNDER 
THE STARS 
Musser, Andy Chou
Illus. by the author
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-63217-327-0  

Sometimes helping others is the path 
to finding what you need to feel whole.

Toby is reluctant to move to the city, 
where he’ll miss seeing the stars in the sky like he could before. 
His moms attempt to help him feel more comfortable in his new 
home with some DIY paper star cutouts, which Toby rejects in 
anger. While he’s lying sleepless without his stars, Toby is vis-
ited by a lost lion. Together, they travel through a dreamlike 
landscape searching for the missing stars. Along the way, they 
encounter a crying unicorn, a forgetful rabbit, and a lonely ram, 
among others. Toby and the animals are united in their uneasi-
ness about living in the big city and encourage one another to 
remain hopeful. An encounter with a fierce dragon proves to 

“Messages of support and the importance of a 
positive mindset are extended with bright, painterly 

illustrations that brim with movement.”
a home under the stars
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be the perspective shift that Toby and the animals need to find 
their stars and the way home. The animals take their places in 
the sky as constellations; Toby realizes that his beloved stars 
are present even if he can’t see them in the city, and he helps 
his moms complete their paper decorations to adorn their new 
home. Messages of support and the importance of a positive 
mindset are extended with bright, painterly illustrations that 
brim with movement, shifts in relative size enhancing both 
emotional impact and fantastic feel. Toby and his moms are 
all characters of color; one mom presents Asian and the other, 
Black. 

An empathetic, encouraging story for readers dealing with 
change. (Picture book. 3-8)

A BIRD WILL SOAR
Myers, Alison Green
Dutton (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-32567-4  

A bird-obsessed autistic boy in rural 
Pennsylvania finds a fallen eaglet after a 
storm.

Axel lives in a strange and tiny cot-
tage in the woods with his mother, Byrd. 
He doesn’t know why his dad doesn’t 

come around anymore, but Axel has a large family anyway; the 
older folks on whose land their cottage sits have long since 
decided that families are much bigger than genetics dictate. He 
knows what he likes: Ray, his dog best friend; orderly schedules; 
and helping the ornithologist at the Delaware Valley Raptor 
Sanctuary. A storm brings far too many changes, smashing a 
tree through Axel’s house (terrible), leaving an eaglet in need 
of rescue (exciting), and bringing Axel’s estranged father back 
into his life (confusing). Highly figurative prose, packed with 
symbolism, sometimes accentuates an outsider perspective on 
Axel’s autism, turning his normal concerns with change, lies, 
and secrets into metaphors for the rehabilitation of his family. 
But Axel avoids being a mere literary device: His empathy, his 
strong emotions, his wonderful relationships with the other 
autistic people in his life (Daniel, his human best friend, and 
Dr. Martin, his ornithologist mentor) all keep Axel from being 
merely a symbol or trope. His being autistic shapes who he 
is and is not a problem: His struggles are instead about trust, 
family, community—and birds. Minimal physical descriptions 
accentuate the White default for Axel and others; Daniel is 
cued as Latinx, and Dr. Martin’s daughter has brown skin.

Poetically portrays the oft-difficult, usually rewarding 
work of maintaining families of choice and of blood. (science 
note) (Fiction. 10-13)

A SARI FOR AMMI
Nainy, Mamta
Illus. by Prabhat, Sandhya
Amazon Crossing Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5420-3507-1  

In the Indian village of Kaithoon, 
a mother weaves gorgeous saris at her 

loom.
The woman’s daughter notices that even though Ammi is a 

talented sari maker, she never wears the saris she creates, opt-
ing instead for worn-out pairs of salwar kameez. The daughter 
enlists her sister, Sadaf, to find a way to buy a new sari for Ammi. 
The girls break open their gullak to see how much money they 
have inside. When they find what they’ve saved in their money 
jar isn’t enough, they look for items they can sell to the scrap 
dealer in their village. Even after selling bottles, tin cans, and 
newspaper they find around the house, the sisters are still short 
of the funds they need. They decide to go to visit neighbor 
Amina Khala, who is also a sari weaver—although not as tal-
ented as Ammi—and who pays the girls to dye threads that she 
will use in her designs. Finally, they have enough to go to market 
and to buy Ammi one of her own exquisite saris. According to 
the author’s note, the protagonists are part of a Muslim com-
munity of weavers that migrated from the Indian state of Kar-
nataka to settle in Rajasthan in the 17th and 18th centuries. The 
sweet and gentle story organically integrates details about the 
daily lives of these skilled and rarely represented craftspeople. 
The cartoonlike illustrations are full of color, texture, and detail. 

This delightful picture book shines a spotlight on a rural, 
underrepresented Indian Muslim community. (Picture book. 3-6)

CRAZY HORSE 
AND CUSTER 
Born Enemies
Nelson, S.D.
Illus. by the author
Abrams (144 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4197-3193-8  

Legendary warriors Crazy Horse and 
Custer are brought to life in this impeccably researched story 
by Lakota author/illustrator Nelson.

Born a year apart, the White settler boy George Armstrong 
Custer and the Lakota boy initially named Light Hair both 
enjoyed the “pounding of their horses’ hooves on the earth and 
the rush of wind in their hair.” As youngsters, they were “taught 
that personal glory could be won through violent conflict.” 
Custer found his glory leading Union Army troops during the 
Civil War. Quoting a Custer biographer, Nelson tells readers 
that “he plunged in the onrushing mass of enemy cavalry” time 
and again. His fearlessness catapulted him up through the ranks. 
After the war ended, he became an “Indian Fighter.” When 
the Lakota battled their enemies, Light Hair rode into battle 

“Nelson’s ledger-style drawings combine with archival photographs 
and paintings to add drama to the already-gripping text.”

crazy horse and custer
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“stripped to his breechclout and moccasins, his hair loose,” 
according to a Lakota historian. He painted his body with light-
ning and hailstones. His leadership was honored by his father, 
who renamed him Crazy Horse. Weaving quotes from sources 
both contemporary and modern into his narrative and supply-
ing necessary historical context, Nelson traces the parallel lives 
of these two men, ending with their deaths: Betrayed by fellow 
officers, Custer died at the Battle of Little Bighorn, and one 
year later, Crazy Horse was killed, betrayed by his own people. 
Nelson’s ledger-style drawings combine with archival photo-
graphs and paintings to add drama to the already-gripping text. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Historic nonfiction that reads like an adventure novel. 
(author’s note, timeline, source notes, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 
8-12)

POLO COWBOY
Neri, G.
Illus. by Watson, Jesse Joshua
Candlewick (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-0711-8  

In this follow-up to Ghetto Cowboy 
(2011), 14-year-old Cole convinces his 
mother to let him stay in Philadelphia 
with his father and beloved horse, Boo, 
instead of returning to Detroit.

Cole and his dad, Harper, are still learning to navigate their 
father-son relationship after years of being estranged. As they 
figure out their new arrangement, Harper says Cole has to get 
a job to help earn his keep as well as Boo’s. Working as a stable 
hand at a nearby military academy, Cole meets young cadets 
who are strikingly different from him in socio-economic class 
and attitudes—and who seem to have it out for him from the 
start. Fortunately, Cole also meets and befriends Ruthie, a Black 
girl on the polo team who shares his love for horses. She is in a 
minority at the school due to her race and sex; the friendship 
offers mutual support. While working there, Cole develops a 
growing attraction to Ruthie as well as an interest in possibly 
attending the academy someday. But is this world just too dif-
ferent from his own for him to even get a foot in the door? And 
is he ready to leave everything he’s known behind? In this entry, 
Neri gives readers a look into another type of equestrian life 
while maintaining the tone and style readers appreciated in 
Cole’s cowboy journey, including an evocative voice and situ-
ational code-switching. Final illustrations not seen. 

A skillful sequel that adds new layers to a coming-of-age 
story. (Fiction. 10-14)

SCENE OF THE CRIME
Tracking Down Criminals 
With Forensic Science
Newquist, H.P.
Viking (128 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-451-47646-3 
Series: Invention & Impact, 3 

How nabbing perps has gone from 
using “guesswork, gossip…and even ghosts” to DNA analysis.

Newquist stumbles out of the starting gate with a radically 
simplistic overview of the pre-modern development of laws and 
law enforcement (“much of the Western world was in chaos dur-
ing a time known as the Middle Ages”) and misses or neglects to 
mention that the standard Henry Classification System for fin-
gerprints was actually invented by Indian mathematicians. Once 
he gets to mid-18th-century London’s proto-police “Bow Street 
Runners,” however, he goes on to deliver a reasonably straight-
forward account of how tools and techniques from blood typing 
to ballistics became incorporated into today’s forensic science. 
Also, he balances nods to the positive contributions of promi-
nent criminologists like Alphonse Bertillon and Frances Gless-
ner Lee with a sharp critique of their colleague Francis Galton’s 
belief in eugenics. He takes closer looks at groundbreaking 
cases and how they were solved (or not), tucks in topical glos-
saries as well as directions for homespun activities like collect-
ing fingerprints and analyzing blood spatters (the latter using, 
thankfully, paint or food coloring), and closes with looks at 
theoretical advances such as “molecular photofitting,” which 
involves leveraging DNA to create physical descriptions. In the 
mix of historical portraits, documents, and crime-scene photos, 
all of the human figures are White, though several on both sides 
of the law are women.

Skimps on early days and non-European ways but lays out 
some groundwork for budding investigators. (index, resource 
list) (Nonfiction. 11-13)

ONE MILLION OYSTERS 
ON TOP OF THE 
MOUNTAIN 
Nogués, Alex
Illus. by Lora, Miren Asiain
Trans. by Schimel, Lawrence
Eerdmans (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-8028-5569-5  

Something amazing might be found on a mountain walk.
The first pages traverse a landscape of meadows, farms, for-

ests, hills, and a rocky mountain, then focus on a pair of hikers, 
one taller, with pale skin and straight, black hair, and the other 
shorter, with brown skin and a knit cap, at the top. Nogués’ 
gently humorous storytelling voice encourages observers to 
think about fossils in seemingly ordinary gravel, soil, and strata. 
The large trim size gives space for Lora’s edge-to-edge painting 
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of rocks, flora, and fauna in greens, grays, and browns. Inter-
spersed pages catalog geologic eras, marine creatures whose 
fossils can be found in mountain strata, and a look at the slow 
collision of land masses to form mountains. The conversational 
narrative, translated from the Spanish, has a simplicity and gen-
tle pacing that build to demonstrate how ideas and discoveries 
in geology—including the presence of oyster fossils on high 
ground, the layering of the fossil record, and plate tectonics—
fit together to explain the results of eons of geologic time. The 
sense that the history of the world can be seen in the present 
is nicely conveyed by the illustrations: A dinosaur appears in a 
mountain lake, tall ferns sprout from the meadow, the hikers 
dive under the sea. A glossary interprets seven terms used in 
geology. 

A marvelous combination of scientific inquiry and wonder. 
(author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Informational picture book. 5-10)

BIRDIE’S BARGAIN
Paterson, Katherine
Candlewick (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-1559-5  

Can a person really make a deal with 
God?

When her father’s National Guard 
unit gets deployed overseas for the third 
time, and 10-year-old Birdie, her mom, 
and her 6-month-old brother, Billy, have 

to move into her grandmother’s small house, Birdie is so upset 
she refuses to tell her father goodbye. Overcome with guilt after 
he leaves, she thinks back to the lessons she learned at the Bible 
camp her parents used as child care the summer before and prom-
ises God that she’ll behave and be a witness if he keeps her father 
safe. Then God seems to lead her to Alicia Marie, a troubled and 
troublesome girl in her new class who demands more than Birdie 
wants to give. Birdie does her best to live up to her promise to 
God—but Daddy is injured anyhow. Paterson’s writing is smooth 
and nuanced, but this novel lacks a defined narrative arc. Birdie 
learns to see the truth behind Alicia’s lies and exaggerations, but 
then Alicia, the most fully realized character, drops out of the 
story entirely. Birdie is reassured when she visits her father at 
Walter Reed hospital after he is flown back to the U.S. for treat-
ment. She is also comforted some months later when her grand-
mother suggests a kinder version of God, but she doesn’t exhibit 
much growth on her own. Characters default to White. 

Lovely prose and an intriguing family situation but insuf-
ficient character development. (Fiction. 8-12)

THE SPECTACULAR SUIT
Patrick, Kat
Illus. by Wells, Hayley
Scribble (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-950354-69-6  

A snazzy kid throws a stylish party.
Frankie is very excited about her 

“super deluxe garden party,” inviting 
everyone in her class and decorating the backyard. Her support-
ive family—single mom, sweet brother, and slightly bratty sister, 
all White-presenting, like Frankie—help put together the spe-
cial day, but there’s a wrinkle: Frankie’s mom picks out three 
dresses for her to choose from, but what Frankie really wants to 
wear is a suit. Via the succinct text matched with bold, robust, 
old-fashioned, yet immensely charming illustrations heavily 
weighted toward yellow, orange, and blue, readers learn that 
Frankie wants a suit made of “lightning bolts and stars and style.” 
The pleasantly stocky child draws her ideal suit before giving up 
on her dream, but then her mother and siblings toil through the 
night to create it for her. There are some rough spots here and 
there—the reference to Frankie’s “secret plan” doesn’t quite 
gel with the rest of the story—as well as some unexplained 
and uncontextualized anxiety she feels before showing off her 
new duds. But on the whole, this is a delightful, affirming story 
about finding your unique look without reducing it to simplistic, 
black-and-white, or reductive ideas about gender presentation. 

One of a kind. (Picture book. 4-8)

KWAME NKRUMAH’S 
MIDNIGHT SPEECH FOR 
INDEPENDENCE 
Perkins, Useni Eugene
Illus. by Freeman, Laura
Just Us Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-940975-86-6  

A biography of Ghana’s first prime 
minister and the story of his country’s 

road to independence.
The book opens with Kwame Nkrumah gazing at the Brit-

ish Union Jack while waiting alongside thousands of spectators. 
The Adinkra symbol for fawohodie (independence) is patterned 
into the blue of Nkrumah’s shirt and also in the stands that hold 
the crowd waiting to see, at the stroke of midnight, the joyous 
raising of the red, yellow, and green flag with a black star embed-
ded in the center, the flag of a sovereign Ghana. Nkrumah’s 
proclamation, “And thus Ghana, your beloved country is free 
forever,” helps introduce the story of a tenacious man who 
fought for and gained freedom for his homeland. Illustrations 
of Nkrumah speaking, learning, and listening at various stages 
of his life are intentional and bold, chronicling the journey of 
an activist determined to speak out against British imperial-
ism. Freeman uses bright colors and prints to find focus in 
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her artwork. In one double-page spread a shadowed profile of 
Nkrumah is positioned opposite an image of the African conti-
nent rendered in different kente patterns, Nkrumah’s powerful 
words linking Ghana’s freedom with the liberation of all Afri-
can countries from colonialism. Thoughtful backmatter that 
includes a timeline of Nkrumah’s life and accomplishments 
shows the care poured into sharing the words and works of a 
leader dedicated to his country and his people.

Essential reading for any and all future (and current) free-
dom fighters. (author’s note, glossary of Adinkra symbols) (Pic-
ture book/biography. 5-9)

I EAT POOP.
A Dung Beetle Story
Pett, Mark
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-250-78563-3  

A dung beetle learns to be proud of his diet.
Common themes of friendship, popularity, and being true 

to yourself find expression in the story of Dougie Dung Beetle, 
who’s embarrassed about eating lunch in front of everyone. 
When Ronald Roly Poly defensively curls into a ball in response 
to a prank and his wild rolling threatens classroom destruction, 
Dougie uses specific dung-beetle skills to steer Ronald to safety 
and is invited to join the popular crowd in the cafeteria. Poop 
jokes and insect facts are a surefire hit with an elementary school 
crowd, and this story delivers both in spades: Dougie, the Dung 
Beetle family, and Herman Housefly feast on poopy juice, poop 
bars, pooding, and poopcorn. The dung beetle spends most of 
the book ashamed of this diet, but resolution comes when the 
other bugs reveal weird facts about themselves: A goth mos-
quito admits to drinking blood, a worm’s tail reveals that it has 
a brain, and Alphonse Aphid “was born pregnant.” The first-
person prose is a bit wooden at times, and at almost 50 pages 
this will make for a longer read-aloud than is common. But the 
fine-lined illustrations, full of details to pore over, are delightful, 
and the story moves at a quick pace, effectively delivering on 
both humor and message. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Gross but great. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE BACKYARD SECRETS OF 
DANNY WEXLER
Pokras, Karen
Kar-Ben (248 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-72841-294-8  

A white van, the Bermuda Triangle, 
and undercurrents of prejudice: welcome 
to the ’70s.

It’s 1978, and 11-year-old Danny Wexler 
is Jewish (implied Ashkenazi) and living in 

a predominantly Italian American town. His mother, a nurse, and 
father, a factory worker, are discreet about their faith, but they 
are still outsiders: witness the consistent lack of promotion for 
Danny’s father despite his years of experience. Danny and friends 
Frank and Nicholas obsess over aliens and the Bermuda Triangle, 
especially after a boy from a nearby town disappears, supposedly 
snatched by a man in a white van; Danny and his friends even 
believe Danny’s piano teacher may be an alien and the kidnapper. 
But when that promotion finally comes through for his father, the 
town’s antisemitism also comes out into the open; Nicholas is pro-
hibited from playing with Danny, while another boy starts calling 
him Matzah Boy, and Mr. Wexler arrives home with a black eye. 
Meanwhile, Danny, whose engaging voice anchors the novel, dis-
covers that Mrs. Albertini, their elderly neighbor, is Jewish, and 
he begins to learn classic recipes—and understand the gains and 
losses of assimilation—from her experiences. This quick slice-of-
life read with an upbeat, tidy ending examines what it is like to be 
othered and the anchoring force of friendship.

 A look at the past with resonance for the present. (Histori-
cal fiction. 8-12)

GO ASK OZZIE
A Rotten Richie Tale
Polacco, Patricia
Illus. by the author
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-5344-7855-8  

With humorous text and visuals that 
recount another youthful episode, Polacco takes readers to 
mid-1950s Oakland, California.

Patricia is in junior high, the same school her “rotten, red-
headed older brother…Richie” attends. Her brother embarrasses 
her with his slovenly hygiene; underscoring this, Polacco draws 
him as a monstrously funny figure. But one day, he miraculously 
changes, cleaning up both room and body, and shows up as the 
ice cream scooper at Ozzie’s lunch counter. He is dating Patri-
cia’s best friend’s older sister, and the slightly younger girls are 
mortified. Even though the thought of Richie and Diane kissing 
makes them “want to hurl,” the budding artist has designs on 
handsome Johnnie Pearson. Once a week at ballroom dancing, 
Patricia longs for an invitation to dance. Their teacher insists 
that the boys do the asking, but only the “dweeb…geek…weirdo” 
Michael McKennah, with braces and glasses, asks her. When the 
end-of-year dance is announced, she is determined to learn the 
latest dances. Ozzie offers to introduce her to an expert—but it’s 
her own brother. He teaches Patricia the popular dances, and she 
finally shows her prowess and winds up with a surprise boyfriend. 
Characters and action are rendered with verve in the author/
illustrator’s signature style, the scenes full of movement. All main 
characters present White, but there is racial diversity in the back-
ground. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

With its exhilarating illustrations, another tale from this 
master storyteller rings true. (author’s note) (Picture book. 7-10)

“The fine-lined illustrations, full of details 
to pore over, are delightful.”

i  eat poop.
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HAIR STORY
Ramos, NoNieqa
Illus. by Morris, Keisha
Carolrhoda (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5415-7916-3  

A story about two girls with curly/
Afro-textured hair.

Best friends Preciosa and Rudine, both with brown skin 
and tight, vibrant curls, share this hair story. It begins with their 
births, both girls adored by their families. Conflict soon arrives 
in the form of “cyclone” hair that family members attempt to 
straighten. Preciosa’s and Rudine’s expressive faces, rendered 
in Morris’ colorful digital-and–collaged-tissue art (which excels 
at conveying emotion throughout the story), make it clear that 
hair-straightening rituals are both unpleasant and unwanted. 
Freedom comes in the form of heat that sets their natural hair 
free once more. At this point, the story may confuse readers 
with scenes (of the girls, of their moms, of famous Black and 
Latinx people) that aren’t always connected. Ultimately, this 
well-intentioned story leaves some important questions unan-
swered, but it also affirms the beauty of natural hair. Despite 
obstacles, those looking for more stories centering hair diver-
sity may find this a good conversation starter. Preciosa and 
her family all have brown skin and speak Spanish, and Rudine 
and her family are Black; the story is porous enough that Afro-
Latinx readers might see themselves in either girl.

Confusing but celebratory. (Picture book. 4-7)

GEORGE AND HIS 
NIGHTTIME FRIENDS 
Ratanavanh, Seng Soun
Illus. by the author
Princeton Architectural Press (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64896-070-3  

In this French import, a young child 
goes searching for a nighttime friend to 
help him overcome his fear of the dark. 

George has a hard time falling asleep. 
“I wish I had a nighttime friend, even a small one,” he says one 
night. Answering the call is a prim little mouse, who takes this 
small White boy with brown hair and striped pajamas on an 
adventure in his own house. In wondrous illustrations that bal-
ance a calming cadence with visual curiosity, the two explorers 
meet new friends who also need a bit of encouragement. An 
elegant bunny who plays piano has stage fright. A fluffy penguin 
quivers in the bathroom, afraid of water. With each turn of the 
page, a new friend is added, and the visuals become more festive. 
Ratanavanh’s artistic style highlights beautiful, repeated geo-
metric patterns in a handsome color scheme that transforms a 
realistic bedroom into a magical landscape. Small quirky details 
create a thread of wonder that flows through the book—the 
butterflies on the wallpaper become real, smoke rises from 

the dollhouse chimney, and the outdoors—flowers, grasses, a 
lily pad–studded pond, a forest—gradually moves indoors. The 
gentle friends and their night of curious fun ease George’s mind 
as they tuck him into bed. “Good night, my nighttime friends.” 
Satisfying, comforting, and full of tender surprises. 

A whimsical escort from the reality of nighttime into the 
fantasy of dreamland. (Picture book. 3-8)

¡VAMOS! LET’S CROSS 
THE BRIDGE 
Raúl the Third
Illus. by the author with Bay, Elaine
Versify/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-358-38040-5 
Series: World of ¡Vamos! 

Traffic threatens to thwart Little Lobo’s delivery.
Little Lobo and his friends make another appearance in Raúl 

the Third’s latest installment in the World of ¡Vamos! series. Like 
“thousands of people [who] cross from one side of the bridge 
to the other,” Little Lobo heads over from one country to the 
other, bound for “la gran celebración” with party supplies and a 
band made up of frogs and a snake who rattles a maraca. As the 
hours go by and the group waits for their turn to cross the bridge, 

“the day turns into night,” and the characters begin to lose their 
patience and get hungry. But there are food trucks in line too! 
Soon Little Lobo and his friends discover the smorgasbord of 
culinary options around them and that so long as you have good 
friends and good music, you can have a party anywhere. Like the 
other books in the series, this outing excels in its inclusion of 
cultural references in its illustrations: Cantinflas, El Chavo del 
Ocho’s barrel, tuna-fruit vendors, T-shirts displaying El Paso’s 
area code, and the Juárez X are only some of the details that Raúl 
the Third gets right about life and culture in the depicted area. 
Spanish vocabulary is intertwined throughout the text as well as 
appearing in both the occasional labels in the illustrations and 
the handy glossary at the end. The iconic illustration style is 
enhanced by Bay’s colors, which bring the vibrant spirit of the 
border to the page. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Totally fun and dynamic. (Picture book. 4-7)

HEY! A COLORFUL MYSTERY
Read, Kate
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-68263-327-4  

An underwater “Henny Penny.”
A little pink fish wants to find a playmate. “HEY!” yells the 

fish into the deep, dark waters. Unfortunately, a striped yellow 
fish hears only the booming sound. “EEK! There’s something 
scary in there!” Fish after fish repeats the warning, bubbling in 
excitement and exaggerating each time. “There’s something 

“Small quirky details create a thread of wonder 
that flows through the book.”

george and his nighttime friends
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enormous in there!” becomes “There are hundreds of them!” 
Nervousness shimmers through the water. Read takes this 
opportunity to add in a bit of color recognition and allitera-
tion: “Really rattled,” the red octopus “petrified” three purple 
puffer fish, which “startle the blue shoal,” which “terrif[ies] the 
green turtle,” and so on (alas, the “orange crabs” look more red 
than orange). There is pandemonium under the sea. “The whole 
ocean floor shook into a fizzing, frothing frenzy, fleeing to… / 

…the safety of a deep dark cave.” But is it really a cave? Read 
pushes the oceanic animals to the brink of disaster, very close 
to one terrifyingly large chomp, but luckily, the little pink fish 
is there to save the day. Bright, energetic art, with schools of 
colorful fish, creates a brilliantly colored undersea menagerie. 
The fishy dialogue is conveyed in literal speech bubbles and is 
frequently laugh-out-loud witty: “Crawl for your lives!” cries a 
snail. A spread on color theory concludes the book. 

Falsehoods (and fish) move quite quickly in this amusing 
underwater romp. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE SLEEPOVER
Regina, Michael
Illus. by the author
Razorbill/Penguin (224 pp.) 
$20.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-11734-7  

A grieving boy goes up against a local 
ghost story.

Ruby was more than just Matt and 
Judy’s nanny; she was a beloved fam-
ily member and indispensable to their 

struggling single mom. After Ruby’s sudden death, Matt with-
draws into deep sadness, icing out his younger sister and iso-
lating himself from friends. It’s that grief—and the belief that 
he’s hearing Ruby’s voice calling him—that leads him, with Judy 
following, into a forested area that is said to be the lair of the 
Witch of the Woods, someone who lures children in and then 
later comes to collect them. Then, a new nanny arrives. Miss 
Swan lets the kids (plus Matt’s friends Mario, Charlie, and Teo, 
who come over for a sleepover on her first night on the job) run 
wild, but Matt is convinced there’s something wrong with her, 
something evil. The ’90s setting captures the feel of vintage 
horror, and the genre-savvy kids manage to hit classic beats in 
a way that’s rewarding instead of derivative, especially as they 
have to take matters in their own hands to save one of their 
own. The themes—grief ’s rendering a person unrecognizable, 
feeling forgotten, and the meaning of family—come through 
clearly, though some elements of the raven-themed witch and 
her magic don’t fit so neatly. The art’s blocking and framing 
enhance tension in quieter moments as well as action. Ruby 
reads as Black; other characters appear White.

An excellent flashlight-under-the-blanket read. (Graphic 
horror. 8-13)

BREAKING BADLANDS 
Reintgen, Scott
Crown (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-593-30720-5 
Series: Talespinners, 3 

In the final installment of the Tale-
spinners trilogy, Indira Story must travel 
incognito to the town of Fester to save 
the world of Imagination from the threat 
of supervillains. 

Though Indira is on a much-needed break between books, 
she is exhausted by the constant attentions of Phoenix and 
Everest, one of whom she must choose to be her love interest. 
When the tension between the two boys inevitably boils over 
and they get into a fight, Indira schedules a much-needed vaca-
tion at the Chapter Break Resort. While on vacation, Indira 
spies something odd: a monkey in her mirror. The monkey—or 
rather, the person in a monkey mask—then teleports her to a 
secret meeting of Antiheroes who invite her to go on a quest 
to steal the Gemini Scepter from the evil demon Bainrow at 
Antagonist Academy, his school for villains. She must succeed 
in doing this before he can cast a spell to transform villains into 
supervillains and potentially ruin all stories for good. The plot is 
fast-paced, full of surprises, populated by likable and memora-
ble characters, and just as funny as previous entries. The novel’s 
underlying messages about what makes a character bad, good, 
or even great and about how people have the power to intrinsi-
cally change long-standing institutions are thought-provoking. 
Most characters read as White; previous titles indicate that 
Indira has brown skin, but her ethnicity is not expanded upon.

Literally and literarily hilarious. (Fantasy adventure. 8-12)

A HISTORY OF MUSIC 
FOR CHILDREN 
Richards, Mary & 
Schweitzer, David
Illus. by Blake, Rose
Thames & Hudson (96 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-500-65247-3  

Music approached from many angles.
Richards and Schweitzer ask young readers to think about 

many different ways we can make and appreciate music, includ-
ing creating, feeling, performing, and listening, peppering their 
invitation with a profusion of examples. Early on, they ask the 
question, When is a sound considered music? This is answered, 
in part, with an extensive, eclectic Spotify playlist, tracks from 
155 albums including such disparate music as the dawn chorus 
of birds, John Cage’s silent “4’33”,” and music composed by 
artificial intelligence. But the text, set among appealing graph-
ics, including some photographs and art reproductions, stands 
alone. What distinguishes this approach is its breadth. In a single, 
early page about the inspiration of bird songs, the authors bring 
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up Bob Marley, Ludwig van Beethoven, Camille Saint-Saëns, 
Amy Beach, and Olivier Messiaen and his wife, Yvonne Loriod. 
(In the accompanying playlist that theme continues with selec-
tions from Ladysmith Black Mambazo, an anonymous medieval 
songwriter, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, and Charlie Parker.) They offer 
examples from jazz, popular and classical music from many ages, 
folk music, background music for movies and video games, and 
music from many countries. They include vocalists, instrumen-
talists, composers, instruments, emotional effects, storytell-
ing, and different ways we can listen to music. Each chapter is 
divided into shorter segments; topics are sometimes covered in 
a paragraph or two and sometimes fill a page. 

Wide-ranging and accessible, this is a rich resource for 
musical exploration. (timeline, glossary, listening ideas, sources, 
list of illustrations, index) (Nonfiction. 9-15)

THE BIG RACE HOME
Rinker, Sherri Duskey & Willan, Alex
Bloomsbury (240 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5476-0367-1 
Series: Revver the Speedway Squirrel, 2 

A race car–loving squirrel learns to 
temper his impulsive streak.

Following 2020’s Revver the Speedway 
Squirrel, readers are reunited with Rev-
ver, the pit crew squirrel. He loves the 

action and bustle of the racetrack and all the busyness that sur-
rounds it, but he especially loves his human friends, Bill and Joe. 
When the race team moves circuits, though, Revver has a tough 
time exercising patience, causing a few catastrophic crashes 
and then missing his flight with the team. Separated from his 
humans, he must rely on the goodness of others to help him 
find his way back to them. Faced with a perilous journey dur-
ing which he hikes along a treacherous highway, stows away 
on a crowded train, and encounters a conniving cat, can Rev-
ver reunite with his people before the next big race? Rinker’s 
tale is filled with abundant squirrel cuteness and a smattering 
of giggle-inducing poop and puke scenes but falls somewhat 
flat, mired in its own didacticism with its heavy-handed insis-
tence on patience and kindness. Revver’s observations of the 
world come across as mundane, favoring telling over showing. 
The text utilizes a plethora of stylistic conventions—words 
in all caps, bold emphases, italics, and different fonts—which 
combined may prove too distracting and might have worked 
better in a shorter-form chapter book. Human characters are 
presumed White. 

Cuteness can’t prop up this sagging sophomore slump. 
(Animal adventure. 8-11)

BATTLE OF THE BUTTS
The Science Behind Animal 
Behinds
Rish, Jocelyn
Illus. by Creighton-Pester, David
Running Press Kids (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-7624-9777-5  

This book about butts will make young readers smart assim-
ilators of knowledge.

What do you give a curious child in the throes of the potty-
humor stage? This book might be an option. Readers will be 
introduced to 10 creatures from around the world that use their 
posteriors in unusual ways. Learn how the tiny herring cuts the 
aquatic cheese to signal its position at night to other herrings 
in its school—and how those watery toots almost started a war 
between nations. Or learn why the beaded lacewing is a deadly 
houseguest for termites across North America. Each chapter 
follows a uniform format: introducing key facts, like the species’ 
name, size, and habitat range in a blob-shaped callout box set 
on top of an appealing double-page illustration. The following 
double-spread discusses on verso the creature’s delightful der-
riere and how it provides a natural survival advantage, with a 
bonus fact below the informative paragraphs; opposite, a full-
page illustration provides some humorous context above a fea-
ture inviting readers to rate that creature’s butt on a descending 
scale from “terrific tushie” to “boring backside.” There is no 
bibliography or further-reading suggestions—which is a real 
bummer—so curious readers looking for more information are 
on their own. That aside, the book is a gas.

Ripping good fun! (glossary) (Nonfiction. 8-10)

BUBBIE’S MAGICAL HAIR
Rolnick, Abbe
Illus. by Porter, Lynda
Sedro Publishing (34 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-9995291-9-5  

Grandmothers can be profoundly inspirational and 
life-affirming.

Bubbie sweeps into view on a magic carpet loaded with toys 
and with her long, black locks flowing behind her. Lovely, lilt-
ing, descriptive language and intricate, glowing illustrations 
are completely interwoven as readers discover Bubbie’s many 
wonderful attributes. She twirls, laughs, tickles, and tells tales 
of her life. As Bubbie’s hair changes from dark to gray to silver 

“through the seasons of time,” her engagements with her grow-
ing grandchildren also change. They cook and garden together, 
hike on mountain trails, meet reindeer in an Arctic setting, and 
paddle a canoe on a rushing river. The young ones gradually 
establish themselves in the worlds of art and science, and they 
form new families. When Bubbie cuts her hair, it leads to new 
magic, for she is always there in spirit and in the hearts of those 
who love her. Bubbie presents White, and all her grandchildren 
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are depicted as female, blond, and White. Beautifully hued illus-
trations flow with her hair, scratchy lines describing breezes, 
bubbles, and stars throughout. Readers will note a great many 
delightful details and quickly recognize the plethora of differ-
ently named grandmothers seen all around the world. 

A book to read over and over with Bubbie, Abuela, Hal-
moni, or whatever her special name is. (Picture book. 5-8)

THE SECRET THOUGHTS 
OF DOGS
Rose, C.J.
The Collective Book Studio (120 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-951412-22-7  

An illustrated phrase book for dog lovers of all ages.
For dog lovers not fluent in canine languages or able to 

read minds, this gift book pairs color photos of dogs of many 
breeds, shapes, sizes, and ages with captions that explain each 
dog’s thoughts. Every aspect of a dog’s life is covered: eating 
(and stealing) food, playing with human and animal friends, vet 
visits, grooming, and even getting into trouble. Some messages 
are slightly ominous but delivered in good fun. In one photo, 
just one eye of a dog peers through fence slats. The caption? 

“Here, kitty kitty.” Other photos capture more positive dog-cat 
relationships, and a small, wide-eyed terrier even worries about 
the biggest cat it has ever seen. Some translations show dogs at 
their goofiest. The photo of a gangly pup captured awkwardly 
in midair with front paws flailing for a ball is captioned “I will 
catch this wingless bee if it is the last thing I do!” Other photo-
text pairs share words of wisdom. A large brindle dog with a 
woebegone expression explains, “No, I don’t think it would be 
fun for your two-year-old to ride me like a horse, actually.” A 
distressed shepherd with ears pinned down and back asks, “I 
beg of you, please, please put those fireworks back in the garage 
cabinet.” Some of the best captions clearly demonstrate a dog’s 
superior intellect. “I finally trained her to give me a treat if I 
shake her hand.” Companion title The Secret Thoughts of Cats 
publishes simultaneously. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Find your own man’s best friend and curl up for some love, 
laughs, and insight. (Picture book. 5-adult) (The Secret Thoughts of 
Cats: 978-1-951412-23-4)

I’LL HOLD YOUR HAND
Rudd, Maggie C.
Illus. by Chavarri, Elisa
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-374-31413-2  

A pledge: From birth to forever, a 
caregiver will be there for their child.

These three-line stanzas that alternately begin or end with 
the line “I’ll hold your hand” almost create a parenting vow, not 
unlike a marriage vow. “I’ll hold your hand” from the “night you 

arrive / when the whole world comes alive”; in good times, like 
vacations and snow days, and bad, “when goodbyes are a bummer” 
that create tantrums or “on your first night away / if you decide 
not to stay”; in sickness and in health. Each double-page spread 
features a different caregiver-and-child pair traveling together 
through the rites of passage, like learning to walk, camping out, 
the first day of school, and a broken heart. One spread even trans-
poses the adult-child roles when it is the child who holds the hand 
of the snoring, bearded adult who conked out while reading to the 
child: “When you’re counting sheep, / and you’re falling asleep, / 
I’ll hold your hand.” Look carefully. The book in the illustration 
is this very book. “In the spring or the fall, / when you’re feeling 
small, / or for no reason at all, / I’ll hold your hand,” the book 
concludes, adding a third rhyme as a grace note. Although there 
is no reason to assume that all the families shown are headed by 
a single adult, all illustrations include only one caregiver and one 
child, all living in a racially diverse community. Illustrations also 
include a child in a wheelchair and a mother wearing a hijab. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A rhythmic reassurance of unconditional love worth read-
ing time and again…and again. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE DAY TIME STOPPED
1 Minute - 26 Countries
Ruotolo, Flavia
Illus. by the author
Prestel (48 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-3-7913-7489-5  

A kid at the beach in Genoa, Italy, 
starts to eat a popsicle at 5:33 p.m., and “time stop[s].”

In 25 other places around the world, large and small, children 
and animals go about their lives, with names, activities, places, 
and times detailed in the text and accompanied by bold, naïve 
illustrations in bright colors. The hours get earlier on each. As 
the book travels from place to place, “Tomi [takes] a picture” in 
London, United Kingdom, at 4:33 p.m., “Biko’s ball [gets] stuck” 
in Praia, Cape Verde, at 3:33 p.m., and “Aki the penguin hatche[s] 
in South Georgia” at 2:33 p.m. The book continues in this fash-
ion until it returns to Genoa and the time becomes 5:34 p.m. All 
locations visited are shown on a concluding map. The logic is 
sometimes shaky: Why are children in yellow pajamas running 
out of toothpaste at 11:33 a.m. in New York City? At 5:33 p.m. in 
Paris, Eric calls his researcher mom, who answers in Concordia 
Station, Antarctica, at 2:33 a.m. It will take some adult interven-
tion to explain that they are speaking on the phone at the same 
time. The book provides some information on why there are 
different time zones but never really satisfactorily explains this. 
Humans depicted are racially diverse; pleasingly, this diversity is 
not always linked to location. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Too simplistic for the task. (Informational picture book. 4-6)

“A rhythmic reassurance of unconditional love 
worth reading time and again…and again.”

i ’ll hold your hand
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THE EXTRAORDINARY PAUSE
Sadik, Sara
Illus. by Jaber, Karine
Eifrig Publishing (36 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-63233-307-0
978-1-63233-306-3 paper  

A young child experiences the pan-
demic in an urban setting.

With a minimal but meaningful text and naïve illustrations 
in a limited palette, the book focuses on an unnamed child who 
lives with their parents through the strange time when the virus, 
depicted as a bipedal, rusty-red monster, appears. “The world 
changed overnight. Schools were closed. Restaurants were 
emptied. Birthday parties were postponed.…And all the world’s 
swings, seesaws and slides were abandoned.” The main charac-
ters, who also include the child’s grandfather, are White; other 
humans depicted are racially diverse. To signal the universality 
of the virus, small vignettes of different countries are included, 
with well-known monuments like the Statue of Liberty and Big 
Ben as well as, in a rather stereotypical shorthand, giraffes and 
camels. In some of the city scenes, signs in different languages 
are posted about stores and restaurants. As time goes on, after 
the new reality of “the extraordinary pause” settles in, eventu-
ally there is hope. “There was loneliness, but also connection. 
Light was starting to shine between the cracks.” There is noth-
ing specific about the illness itself or the worldwide deaths, but 
this short picture book speaks directly to young readers about 
the many life changes that happened as a result of Covid-19 in 
ways they will comprehend. Discussion questions at the book’s 
close encourage reflection, and a QR code will take readers to a 
resource page for further engagement. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A child’s-eye view of the pandemic that will spark conver-
sations. (Picture book. 4-6)

STITCH BY STITCH 
Cleve Jones and the 
AIDS Memorial Quilt
Sanders, Rob
Illus. by Christoph, Jamey
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-4338-3739-5  

Learn the history of the NAMES Project AIDS Memorial 
Quilt stitch by stitch. 

Cleve Jones, San Franciscan activist and mentee of Harvey 
Milk, is the central figure in an informative picture book that 
captures the history and tone of the era in which the AIDS 
Quilt grew. While in San Francisco, Cleve witnessed a mysteri-
ous illness that was sweeping through the gay male community, 
killing the majority of victims. On Nov. 27, 1985, Jones helped 
organize a march to remember recently assassinated politicians 

Milk and Mayor George Moscone. Cleve and a co-organizer 
handed out cardboard and markers, asking participants to write 
down names of friends who’d died of AIDS. The sight of these 
names taped to the walls of San Francisco’s Federal Building 
became the impetus for the quilt. Its story is beautifully cap-
tured in the book’s smooth pacing and brief paragraphs. Read-
ers will follow its journey from that march as it becomes both 
a monument to mourning and a means of changing the stigma 
surrounding HIV and AIDS. The weighty backmatter, which 
includes discussion points, a glossary, timeline, biographies, 
and brief bibliography, will help educators and caregivers guide 
further learning. The racial diversity on display throughout the 
book is admirable; it’s a shame that diversity did not extend to 
body shapes as well. This quibble aside, the book is pretty darn 
impressive. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Storytelling and history, beautifully stitched together. 
(Informational picture book. 9-12)

CHILDREN OF THE FOX
Sands, Kevin
Viking (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-32751-7 
Series: Thieves of Shadow, 1 

In a world of Spellweavers and air-
ships, a team comes together for a leg-
endary heist. 

Callan’s a gaffer—a con artist who 
pulls gaffs—in desperate need of money 

to escape his life of crime when he receives an offer that sounds 
too good to be true. Mysterious Mr. Solomon invites him to his 
mansion, where Callan’s introduced to the rest of a recruited 
team of kid criminals, including acrobatic knife thrower Mer-
iel; Lachlan, who can procure any necessary supplies through 
his networks; Gareth, a researcher gifted with sleight of hand 
who stutters; and a cat burglar called Foxtail who wears a solid 
metal face mask and never speaks. The job? Stealing a magical 
jewel from not just any Spellweaver, but the High Weaver him-
self, a dangerous opponent who is already on guard following 
failed attempts to retrieve the Eye—and they only have three 
days to do it. Callan is an excellent narrator, constantly observ-
ing body language for tells that reveal secrets as the kids plan 
an elaborate, multistage operation to break into a seemingly 
unbreakable location, all with a life-changing financial prize 
on the line. He provides clarity through the twists, reveals, and 
the growing bonds of the team. By the end, interludes while the 
team plans give readers breathing space between increasingly 
weighty action sequences, leading to a cliffhanger. Most charac-
ters default to White; Foxtail has brown skin. 

A page-turner filled with charming rogues and expert 
plots. (Fantasy. 8-12)

“Storytelling and history, beautifully stitched together.”
stitch by stitch
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COLD TURKEY
Schwartz, Corey Rosen & Call, Kirsti
Illus. by Otis, Chad
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-316-43011-1  

A f-f-fun f-f-friendship frolic!
It’s 10 degrees outside when Turkey 

wakes up cold. Cold Turkey! Get it? The 
puns and humorous wordplay keep coming. With beak-chat-
tering alliterative commentary, Turkey adds layers and layers of 
warm clothing. “I need to b-b-bundle up / before I f-f-freeze!” 
On a tour of the barnyard, Turkey finds his friends are in dis-
tress, too. Sheep is “sh-sh-shivering” but still making puns. “I 
can’t baa-lieve this storm’s so baad!” Cow declares, “This wind 
is a cow-tastrophy! / It’s udderly insane.” Pig “p-p-pok[es] out 
/ from p-p-piles of straw. / ‘My body’s numb, from snout to 
bum.’ ” The compassionate friend that he is, Turkey leaves his 
hat with Sheep, his mittens with Chicken, his scarf with Horse, 
his sweater to warm Cow’s udder, and his snow pants for Pig. 
Turkey’s “loaned out all his loot. / He wobble[s] homeward, cold 
and bare, / in just his birthday suit! / Turkey t-t-totter[s]. / ‘What 
a fierce, ferocious storm! / I may be getting frostbite, / but at 
least my heart feels warm.’ ” But his friends make sure more 
than just Turkey’s heart is warm by building a fire that comforts 
them all. Otis’ genial cartoons add touches of humor on their 
own as Turkey distributes his layers to his friends. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Don’t wait until it’s freezing to share Turkey’s tongue-test-
ing tale of wordplay and kindness. (Picture book. 4-7)

GUTHLI HAS WINGS
Shashi, Kanak
Illus. by the author
Tulika/Trafalgar (24 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-93-86667-94-6  

An imaginative transgender girl with 
the heart of a fairy puts on her sister’s 

Diwali frock to express herself and show her family who she is. 
The youngest and favorite child, Guthli feels special when 

her mother calls her sonchiriya, her golden bird. She spends 
her time playing in the Satpura hills of central India, drawing 
fairies, swinging, and biking everywhere. For Diwali, everyone 
in her family wears new clothes, but Guthli wants a frilly frock 
like her sister’s. When she tries on her sister’s outfit, her par-
ents, brother, and sister do not understand, but no matter what 
they say, Guthli knows she is a girl and a fairy. Shashi’s bright, 
painted-collage illustrations depict Guthli and her family with a 
range of brown skin tones, from her brother with golden brown 
skin to her father with dark brown skin. Colorful birds accom-
pany Guthli in each scene except one, accentuating her lone-
liness after her family’s rejection. The text focuses on Guthli’s 
feelings and perspective, using the pronoun she even before 

anyone else supports her. Unfortunately, the narration includes 
the phrase “born with a boy’s body” to explain Guthli’s iden-
tity near the end. However, the central familial conflict resolves 
with the beginnings of acceptance from Guthli’s mother, who 
sees her pain, and a renewed celebration. This coming-out story 
creates opportunities for cultural identification along with feel-
ings-affirming conversations about gender and autonomy. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Imported from India, a hopeful narrative with expressive 
illustrations. (Picture book. 4-7)

DINOSAURS ON KITTY ISLAND
Slack, Michael
Illus. by the author
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-10841-3  

Watch out, dinosaurs: Those kitties look innocent, but they 
are adorable bundles of menace.

The reptilian residents of Dinosaur Island are bored. The 
narrator encouragingly tells them they can make dirt forts or 
watch things sink in tar pits or even reassemble skeletons…but 
they’ve done all that! They want to play with the kitties of Kitty 
Island. “Dinos, that’s cuckoo pants.…Fun with those felines 
will end in catastrophe.” The pink and yellow and calico kitties 
who conquered the Dinosaur Island dinos in Kitties on Dinosaurs 
(2020) are ready for a reverse play date. Game No. 1? Launch the 
Lizards—with a geyser. After an alarming, wet flight through the 
air, surely the dinos have learned their lesson…but nope. Game 
No. 2 involves another frightening flight, this one aboard a 
deflating dirigible. Game No. 3? Hairball Floaty Races, which is 
both gross and dangerous, once the kitties attach the outboard 
motors to the revolting swim rings! The dinos are starting to get 
the idea these kittens are playing for keeps. Game No. 4 starts 
with jumping into a foreboding chasm…but it ends in the Tiny 
Baby Kitty Playroom, which teems with bevies of even smaller 
kitties. That has to be safe, right? You’d be surprised. Slack’s 
gleefully silly artwork features wide-eyed, innocent (-looking) 
kittens and scary (but usually terrified) dinos in bright cartoon 
colors. The kittens’ mouths are usually fixed in mischievous V’s, 
contrasting with the dinosaurs’ doleful expressions. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Sure to elicit giggles with every “RAWR!” of distress. (Pic-
ture book. 3-6)

LOST THINGS 
Sookocheff, Carey
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5253-0544-3  

A meditative look on what it means 
to be lost…and found.
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Beginning with a squirrel losing an acorn as it is chased by 
a dog that broke free from its owner’s grasp, this spare story 
follows various items as they are accidentally left behind. The 
person who is chasing after the dog loses a hair ribbon—a bright 
spot of orange on a winding, white path. A bird picks it up and 
adds it to a nest—and when a young tot watches the bird in fas-
cination, a teddy bear is unintentionally dropped. Each item’s 
individual moment tumbles into the next, gently nudging the 
story forward. Sookocheff ’s clean lines and minimalist illustra-
tions invite readers to lean in, follow each item’s journey, and 
observe the community’s interactions. Sometimes the lost items 
are repurposed; sometimes they find their way back home; and 
sometimes, as Sookocheff sagely advises, “lost things are found 
/ by the people who need them the most.” Readers will be first 
relieved to see dog and owner reunited, then amused to see 
the squirrel rediscovering its acorn. Upcoming characters are 
hinted at in the background and are then seen in other illustra-
tions afterward. Everyone and everything is intertwined, under-
scoring the book’s subtle message that we are all important to 
one another’s story. Humans depicted are racially diverse. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A quiet, wondrous discovery. (Picture book. 4-7)

BLANCAFLOR, THE HERO 
WITH SECRET POWERS
A Folktale From Latin 
America: A Toon Graphic
Spiegelman, Nadja
Illus. by García Sánchez, Sergio with 
Moral, Lola
TOON Books & Graphics (56 pp.) 
$16.95  |  $9.99 paper  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-943145-55-3
978-1-943145-56-0 paper  

When Blancaflor’s father, an ogre, sets a trap to win a 
prince’s kingdom and then eat him up, Blancaflor sets out to 
thwart the plan.

In a twist from the traditional trope in which a damsel in 
distress is saved by the dashing prince with whom she then lives 
happily ever after, here it is the brave and resourceful young 
woman with hidden powers who saves the clueless prince. 
As the ogre and the prince play “The Ogre’s Three,” a deadly 
game the ogre is bound to win, Blancaflor carries out the chal-
lenges, letting the prince believe it is he—and his luck—who has 
accomplished the feats. As in so many fairy tales, in spite of her 
smarts and his lack thereof, the pair fall in love at first sight, and 
they do go on to live happily ever after. García Sánchez captures 
the nonstop action with artwork that is dynamic and vibrant. 
Readers can’t help but follow as the story goes back and forth 
between pages full of panels to full-bleed illustrations. The 
brown-skinned characters have wonderfully expressive faces 
despite deceptively simple styling. The setting of the story—
and the story itself—feels more European than Latin American, 
a phenomenon of cultural exchange addressed in a foreword by 
F. Isabel Campoy and in Spiegelman’s closing note. The book 

publishes simultaneously in Spanish, ably translated by María E. 
Santana and José M. Méndez.

An energetic, girl-power addition to the fairy- and folk-
tales shelf. (Graphic folktale. 8-12) (Blancaflor, la heroína con poderes 
secretos: 978-1-943145-57-7, 978-1-943145-58-4 paper)

ALL EYES ON OZZY! 
Steele, K-Fai
Illus. by the author
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-274858-4  

Ozzy loves attention, and what bet-
ter way to get it than to play the drums?

Ozzy, an enthusiastic girl with tan 
skin, black hair, and adorably huge googly 

eyes, will do anything to be the center of attention, especially in 
music class. Everyone in her racially diverse class, which includes 
kids of varying skin tones, physical abilities, and attire, loves their 
music teacher, Ms. Bomba, a woman of color. When it comes time 
to prepare for the school recital, titled ¡Vamos a Bailar! Let’s Dance! 
everyone chooses an instrument. Ozzy picks the most attention-
grabbing instrument she can think of: the drums. She quickly dis-
covers that making a big noise with her bass drum isn’t the same as 
making music together. “You’ll get us all offbeat,” says one classmate. 

“She’s ruining it for everyone!” yells another. But Ms. Bomba, with 
her gentle kindness, steers Ozzy back to playing her steady (boring) 
part. Steele brilliantly evinces Ozzy’s zest for life and strong emo-
tions with a few simple lines, and the double-page spread depicting 
a dejected Ozzy lying on her bed amid the detritus of an active girl 
with many passions captures her spirit perfectly. When the night of 
the recital arrives, Ozzy is uncharacteristically fazed by having so 
many eyes suddenly on her. But Ms. Bomba’s understanding pres-
ence is there, leading Ozzy and the group, locked into the beat, to a 
triumphant finish. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Brava, Ozzy! (Picture book. 4-8)

THE OUTLAWS 
SCARLETT AND 
BROWNE 
Stroud, Jonathan
Knopf (432 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-43036-1  

Kicking off a new series with a bang 
(several bangs, in fact), Stroud sends two 
young fugitives with murky pasts fleeing 
murderous pursuers across a fractured 

future Britain.
It’s a land of wilderness and often radioactive ruins, with rem-

nants of humanity in scattered walled towns huddling for protec-
tion against crazed, cannibalistic Tainted roaming the woods and 
ruthlessly culling anyone with even minor mutations under the 
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direction of magisterial Faith Houses. Scarlett McCain, profes-
sional thief, initially thinks the uncommonly persistent, bowler-
hatted gunmen are after her for her last bank robbery—but soon 
realizes their quarry is actually Albert Browne, a strangely secre-
tive and ingenuous lad she impulsively pulled from a blown-up bus. 
What makes him so valuable? The answer, coming through hails of 
gunfire, massive explosions, narrow escapes galore, and encounters 
with terrifying monsters (not all of them nonhuman) on the way to 
a desperate climactic struggle in the immense concrete archipel-
ago of London revolves around a secret prison where children with 
special mental abilities are kept, tortured, and trained for purposes 
unknown. If Scarlett turns out to be formidable in the crunch and 
Albert not so much, by the end the two have not only bonded, but 
proven to have complementary abilities that bid fair to serve them 
well in future exploits. The vivid setting, rapid-fire dialogue, and 
nonstop action will propel readers through this raucous, rousing 
rumble. The cast presents White.

A blast for action fans, with potential for a long run. (Science 
fiction. 10-13)

THE SNOWMAN AND THE SUN
Taghdis, Susan
Illus. by Mafakheri, Ali
Trans. by Rassi, Azita
Tiny Owl (24 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-910328-79-8  

A snowman makes his way through the water cycle. 
The snowman stands in the sun, wondering what will happen 

if he melts; a bald White boy sits near him. The snowman does, 
indeed, melt and then becomes water on the ground, wonder-
ing if he will evaporate. He turns into “tiny little water droplets,” 
morphs into a cloud, and falls back to the ground as snow. The 
snowman, now a snowdrift, spots the boy and asks to be made 
into a snowman again. The story, with text laid out in a somewhat 
cutesy, bouncy typeface, conveys elements of the water cycle, but 
some children may find it unsettling that it’s the protagonist who 
keeps morphing and, in the end, winks to the boy as snow on the 
ground when asking to be reformed. Visually, it can be somewhat 
confusing: Attempts to perhaps convey a surreal tone—the boy 
eating ice cream in winter; clouds with what appear to be buttons 
(are they also former snowmen?); a bee on a bicycle during winter; 
the boy’s ice cream hanging upside down as a kind of light bulb 
in his home; and more—may leave readers feeling baffled. In the 
end, readers see the newly rebuilt snowman, “waiting for the sun 
to appear,” and infer he will experience the same series of events 
once again. At least he’s smiling about it.

Bizarre. (Picture book. 4-8)

KLEZMER! 
Teis, Kyra
Illus. by the author
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-54159-800-3
978-1-54159-810-0 paper  

A young Jewish child finds connec-
tions to past and present in the sounds of 

klezmer during a visit to grandparents on the Lower East Side 
of New York City. 

At Bubbe and Zayde’s, there are family and friends with 
whom to share good food, memories of long ago, and a bit of 
history. Text and illustrations are completely interwoven as the 
exuberant child leads readers through the visit while focusing 
on the music itself. The tale is told in joyful bursts of expres-
sive verse set in very large, bold print amid collages of old pho-
tos, lines of music notation, and bright, exuberant illustrations 
filled with movement and whimsy. The grandparents are seen 
both as hosts and participants in the music. There are also other, 
racially diverse musicians playing the clarinet, accordion, and 
violin—the instruments that make up a traditional klezmer 
band—with a bass added in, to bring it into the 1970s, when 
klezmer had a rebirth. Much of the language reflects the musi-
cal jargon of that era, as in “rock out,” and “strive to jive with 
new riffs.” The protagonist describes the musical sounds while 
listening, dancing, and twining around the instruments and 
their players, taking some turns on the clarinet. The music leaps 
across the pages, evoking old and new in a kind of jazz that is 
married to its Eastern European Jewish roots. “L’Chaim! To life!” 
Klezmer represents it all. A QR code on the back jacket leads 
readers to a delightful klezmer video.

A delightful, deliriously happy introduction to an unusual 
and too-little-known musical form. (afterword) (Picture book. 
4-8)

NO ONE IS ANGRY TODAY
Tellegen, Toon
Illus. by Boutavant, Marc
Trans. by Colmer, David
Gecko Press (82 pp.) 
$20.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-776573-45-5  

From the Netherlands via New Zea-
land, 10 short stories with casts of ani-
mal characters examine varying aspects 
of anger, whether overt, subtle, or 

suppressed.
In the first tale, a firebelly toad’s anger takes the form of 

harsh and violent attacks on other animals, causing them great 
pain. The toad demands expressions of anger from the victims 
but perceives their anger as not real or strong enough. The 
victims are upset because they cannot understand the immen-
sity of the firebelly toad’s anger. In another story, a squirrel is 

“A delightful, deliriously happy introduction to an 
unusual and too-little-known musical form.”

klezmer!
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sad that his ant friend has gone away; he cannot be angry but 
waits patiently for the ant’s return—but his anger is displaced, 
strangely enough, onto the walls of his home. Most of the tales 
involve animals in varying stages of anger, some directing it 
inward, some lashing out at others, some fearing another’s anger, 
and some letting it go. Many of the male animals are actively 
aggressive, while many of the females display stereotypes. The 
ant needs to be rescued, the praying mantis is a fashionista, and 
the frog displays jealousy. Boutavant’s rich, nuanced illustra-
tions depict the animals as expressing human emotions and 
living in humanlike dwellings while still remaining true to their 
species in appearance. Youngsters might be quite perplexed by 
the tales, for Tellegen rarely provides clues to the characters’ 
motivations and often leaves readers to arrive at their own con-
clusions. They would be well served by reading and discussing 
the work with a loving grown-up. 

A challenging exercise in decoding strong human emo-
tions—but worth the effort. (Illustrated stories. 9-11)

FOR LAIKA
The Dog Who Learned the 
Names of the Stars
Thom, Kai Cheng 
Illus. by Ching, Kai Yun 
Arsenal Pulp Press (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 21, 2021
978-1-55152-862-5  

A fictionalized account of “the first 
living creature to travel the Earth’s orbit.”

Picked up as a stray on the streets of Moscow, Laika the dog 
was part of the earliest space-travel experiments in the former 
Soviet Union. Distinguishing her from the city’s other stray dogs, 
Ching renders Laika in blue, like the heavens; their artwork evokes 
Maira Kalman’s style, with decorative embellishments. While 
stopping short of full anthropomorphism in the expressive illus-
trations, this story personifies Laika to the extent that readers are 
given access to her inner thoughts and feelings. It goes so far as to 
give her agency over her fate as it imagines her emotional motiva-
tions for wanting to participate in the Soviet space program: Told 
by an older dog that the stars are the spirits of orphaned canines 
who died, Laika hopes that she might find her unknown parents. 
While this approach may provide potential comfort to human 
readers who understand the narrative’s oblique indication of 
Laika’s death during the experimental voyage, it may also alienate 
others, who could regard it as manipulative at best or dishonest at 
worst. Excellent backmatter includes an author’s statement that 
addresses such concerns while also providing a discussion guide to 
help readers consider the ethics of this particular experiment and 
of others using animals, as well. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A thoughtful if idealized imaginative exercise in fiction. 
(Picture book. 4-9)

ONE MILLION INSECTS 
Thomas, Isabel
Illus. by Baker-Smith, Lou
Welbeck Children’s (64 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-913519-45-2  

Nineteen chapters illustrated with 
colorful, mixed-media art use scien-
tific classification to deliver facts about 

insects “creeping, crawling, fluttering, and scuttling in every 
corner of the world.”

The above verbs are in the introduction: a stark white, dou-
ble-page spread that sports scores of highly varied insects illus-
trating those actions. The text boldly asserts that insects are both 
the most successful and the most important animals on Earth, 
with necessary contributions to nearly every ecosystem. The 
next chapter’s paragraphs clearly distinguish insects from other 
animals, including a sidebar explaining why such creatures as spi-
ders and pill bugs are not insects. After another chapter discusses 
diversity within the insect class, each of the remaining chapters 
is devoted to facts about a few different insects found within one 
order. The short paragraphs have intriguing subheadings: “Bugs 
we eat”; “Life in a bee’s bottom”; “Living glue guns.” The writ-
ing style and curated content hold plenty of interest, making 
the abundant exclamation points unnecessary. Labeled art that 
is both stylized and anatomically correct—and that even has a 
somewhat humorous appeal—complements the conversational 
text. Excellent organization of material includes ample introduc-
tion to Linnaean classification in both text and glossary (under 

“order (scientific)”), allowing for easy browsing. The text includes 
reasons for endangerment when necessary and suggestions for 
helping. Kudos for explaining monarch and painted lady butter-
flies’ generational migrations as akin to a relay race.

Fun, inspiring, and well researched. (Nonfiction. 8-11)

WINGED HEROES
For All Birdkind
Thompson, Mya
Illus. by Greene, Virginia
Cornell Lab Publishing Group (128 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-943645-21-3  

Do pigeons have superpowers?
In this lighthearted graphic adven-

ture, Emilio is a born-and-raised New 
York City pigeon who spends his days 

scavenging human food with friends Winslow, a sparrow, and 
Carmen, a starling. Emilio loves the comic book Winged Heroes, 
lionizing the superhero raptors within its pages. In reality, the 
birds of prey that he idolizes see him as food, and when one of 
his romantic ideas takes him and his friends far from the safety 
of their roost, he sees the truth of the pecking order. A storm 
then blows the bird friends off into the countryside, leaving 
these city birds stranded. Soon Emilio learns that he may just 

“Art that is both stylized and anatomically correct 
complements the conversational text.”

one million insects
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have his own superpowers that will enable him to save Carmen 
and Winslow—and that there may be some truth to the Winged 
Heroes after all. Author Thompson has penned an engaging 
romp that slyly mixes bird facts into its fast-paced plot, show-
ing readers the fascinating abilities many common birds pos-
sess. A mix of both narrative and nonfiction, this genre-busting 
full-color graphic novel works equally well as a pleasure read 
and in classroom settings, and it’s a must-have for fans of First 
Second’s Science Comics series. The majority of characters are 
avian, but the background human characters are racially diverse. 
Aftermatter includes a note on page navigation, discussion 
questions, and bird photographs and facts. 

A fun romp for aspiring ornithologists. (Graphic animal fan-
tasy. 7-12)

HOW TO CHANGE 
THE WORLD IN 12 
EASY STEPS 
Tierney, Peggy Porter
Illus. by Letourneau, Marie
Tanglewood Publishing (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-939100-54-2  

Everyone has the power to change the world, even children. 
All they need to do, encourages Tierney, is start small and 

follow 12 easy steps. Some are simple. They can give their par-
ents a hug, clean their room, or invite someone sitting alone to 
join them. Other steps are more nuanced or challenging: accept-
ing people for who they are, never giving up on their dreams, 
and standing up to a bully without becoming a bully. Letour-
neau draws racially diverse children thoughtfully engaging with 
the world. Her bright, charming illustrations amplify each step, 
one double-page spread for each. While the simple text speaks 
directly to readers, the illustrations extend it, showing readers 
through facial expressions and actions how to follow the steps. 
There are even occasional instances of speech or thought bub-
bles, showing specific examples of how children can embody 
the gesture suggested. The final step is a beautiful explication 
of forgiveness: “Forgiveness doesn’t mean what they did was 
okay….Forgiveness means that you decide you don’t want to be 
angry, and when the anger is gone, there is more space for happi-
ness.” It and the entire book were inspired by Eva Kor, a Holo-
caust survivor, who inspired many with her capacity to forgive 
the people who caused her so much loss and pain. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A touching and beautiful guide to consideration and kind-
ness. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE BOOK OF 
AMAZING TREES
Tordjman, Nathalie
Illus. by Norwood, Julien & Simler, Isabelle
Trans. by Colmer, David
Princeton Architectural Press (72 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-61689-971-4  

From France, an encyclopedic encomium to trees.
Five chapters are further broken down into double-page 

spreads with headlined text and many labeled illustrations. 
The first chapter (“Amazing Plants”) is engrossing and scien-
tific except for the glaring contradiction in this glib subhead-
ing: “Trees are plants that tower high in the sky.” Why glaring? 
Directly next to it are three finely detailed, labeled drawings of 
heather, gorse, and hazelnut. Their subheading is “Trees grow 
in every size!”—and, indeed, heather’s maximum height of 3 
feet emphasizes a height range that dips far below “towering.” 
The rest of the double-page spread includes an excellent list 
of five characteristics that distinguish trees from other plants; 
an appealing sidebar explaining why palm and bamboo are not 
trees; and a detailed illustration of an English oak with arrows 
pointing out basic components. Throughout, text and layout 
are accessible and engaging, with a variety that includes straight 
facts about leaves, growth, reproduction, and communication, 
as well as activities such as multiple-choice quizzes and direc-
tions to figure out a tree’s height. The art is a great boon, exud-
ing an aura of reverence in its careful details and coloration. 
Interspersed seek-and-find pages are an exemplary collabora-
tion of art and text that encourages readers to use observation 
skills to learn additional arboreal information. Pretty double-
page spreads show specific sites with labeled trees. Below, 
details from the scene accompany questions such as, “Which 
tree doesn’t let anything grow at its base?” 

Worthy leafing. (contents, index, answers) (Informational 
picture book. 6-9)

WE ARE THE APOLLO 11 CREW
Tucker, Zoë
Illus. by Radford, Nick
Wide Eyed Editions (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7112-6380-2 
Series: Friends Change the World 

Three buddies help one another 
travel to the moon and back.

Leaning heavily on the bro-ness of the enterprise, Tucker 
describes how “Mike,” “Neil,” and “Buzz” trained and prepared 
together, then, while the world watched, went “where no human 
had been before” (or “no man” as she again misquotes the line 
later on but using its original sexist language) and returned 
to wild acclaim: “They even met the pope!” With distressing 
disregard for accuracy she pulls sound bites from the historic 
flight’s transcripts but alters them to suit and twice explains 
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that “Mike” was responsible for rescuing his teammates if any-
thing went wrong…when in truth, except for a few limited situ-
ations, that would have been impossible. In Radford’s simply 
drawn cartoons, views of the three White astronauts hanging 
together, sometimes with hands on arms, are more aspirational 
than strictly true to life (Michael Collins famously character-
ized their relationship as “amiable strangers”), and considering 
contemporary photographs, the veracity of a scene showing a 
racially and gender diverse Mission Control staff seems doubt-
ful too. But the theme the author hammers home in her trite 
summation is firmly in the pilot’s seat throughout: “They 
worked hard and look [sic] after each other, and together they 
reached for the stars!” (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A damp squib next to the many Apollo 11 commemorations 
that soar. (afterword) (Informational picture book. 6-8)

MAJOR MAKES HISTORY
From the Shelter to the White 
House
Twiss, Jill
Illus. by Lechuga, Maribel
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-311876-8  

A presidential dog tells all.
Alternating between cutesy-poo preciousness—“I am a 

dog, but you could probably tell that already. You seem pretty 
on the ball, for a person”—and doggy high spirits, the Biden 
pooch tells his story. In Major’s telling, meeting Joe in an animal 
shelter (“a place where dogs like me can rescue the families that 
need us”) led directly to the White House. “Coincidence? Well, 
I don’t think so.” Shrugging off the multiple biting incidents 
(“Sometimes I get too excited”), he lays out days of walks, play-
ful mischief, and gathering around the toilet for “afternoon tea,” 
to which Twiss adds an afterword on presidential pets of the 
past and a list of shelter adoption resources. The vice president 
and other people of color join both the Bidens and a multibreed 
cast of shelter dogs in Lechuga’s buttoned-up cartoon illustra-
tions—as, repeatedly, does Major’s canine counterpart Champ, 
whose death in June 2021 goes unremarked before the author’s 
note. Young readers may need a parental gloss. Otherwise, the 
illustrations follow in the familiar unreliable-pet-narrator tradi-
tion of so many first-person-animal picture books, depicting 
Major and Champ wreaking havoc as they “help in the garden” 
and cowering under a table while a staffer vacuums even as 
Major boasts of “defend[ing] the house from our most ferocious 
enemy.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)  

Canine chronicles of the current administration abound; 
this one too is outdated, if a bit more waggish than most. (Pic-
ture book. 6-8)

LOVING KINDNESS
Underwood, Deborah
Illus. by Hopgood, Tim
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-21720-2  

A meditative picture book devoted 
to honoring a sense of oneness with the 

world.
The book opens with a direct address to an unnamed baby 

of color: “You are a blessing. You are beautiful just as you are. 
You are loved, and you love.” Subsequent pages show the baby 
cradled and nurtured in an extended family. The art style is 
arrestingly simple, with human characters akin to those found 
in Christian Robinson’s work, though the colors overall, par-
ticularly backgrounds, are generally more saturated than his 
typically are. Following this celebration of the baby, the text’s 
refrains repeat with a new pronoun, she, to focus on a big sister—
perhaps the baby has grown, or perhaps this is the baby’s older 
sibling; it’s open to interpretation. After the pages devoted to 
her, the pronoun shifts to they to introduce horses who join the 
children in the brightly colored illustrations. Finally, spreads 
about “everyone” bring the children together with a group of 
animals on “the earth that connects us all”—a phrase that con-
cludes each segment. In the final iteration, two enormous green 
hands cradle children and animals, including lion, polar bear, 
giraffe, kangaroo and more, as whales, and other sea creatures 
swim beneath. The effect is to create a peaceable kingdom of 
loving kindness that acknowledges interconnectedness in 
soothing, gentle spreads. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A loving kind of book. (Picture book. 2-5)

CHRISTMAS IS COMING
Traditions From Around the 
World
Utnik-Strugała, Monika
Illus. by Poklewska-Koziełło, Ewa
Trans. by Lloyd-Jones, Antonia
NorthSouth (136 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-7358-4443-8  

A Polish import matches together Christmastime tradi-
tions from many parts of the globe.

This in-depth cataloging of different Christmas cel-
ebrations worldwide draws ties and similarities among meals, 
decorations, activities, and more. The book opens with a no-
nonsense discussion of whether or not Dec. 25 truly was Jesus’ 
birthday, stating, “to this day nobody knows…exactly when he 
was born.” From there it provides an overview of different kinds 
of celebrations and stories related to the season. The focus is 
strongly Eurocentric, though mention is made of observances 
in Colombia, the Philippines, Rio de Janeiro, Mexico, New Zea-
land, Venezuela, Japan, Ethiopia, and more. However, while the 
book aims to be international it maintains its very Polish roots 
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throughout, using Polish customs as a reference point in the way 
that many U.S. readers are accustomed to seeing theirs. A long 
section is dedicated to Wigilia, or Poland’s Christmas Eve vigil 
(when “we eagerly await the birth of the most wonderful child 
in the world”), for instance, and a section on E.T.A. Hoffman’s 
famous Nutcracker story points out its Polish origins. The illus-
trations are colorful but miss some prime opportunities. Who 
wouldn’t want to see the pooping Tió de Nadal log of Catalonia 
as children hit it with sticks or watch Venezuelans rollerblade 
to midnight Mass? Far worse, the art sometimes dips deep into 
cultural stereotypes, portraying residents of Japan with slitted 
eyes and yellow skin.

Despite intentions, both limited in scope and flawed in 
execution. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 9-12)

BLACKBLOOD
Acolyte
Vuong, Phu
Illus. by Enriquez, Isa
Yellow Jacket (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4998-1185-8  

In a kingdom where magic must be 
hidden, two siblings find themselves 
divided. 

In this full-color graphic novel, 
brother and sister Kita and Kanna live in the kingdom of Allia 
with their mother, Neylin. After a violent uprising by a faction 
known as Blackbloods, mages like them were forced under-
ground, fearing imprisonment by King Wildor. When a gang 
calling themselves the Braves kidnaps Kanna and shoots Ney-
lin with a poisoned arrow, leaving her life in the balance, Kita 
must venture out on his own to save her. On his journey, faint 
with hunger, he is rescued by Toran, a mercenary with a mys-
terious connection to the Braves. Working together, they infil-
trate the crumbling Castle of the Braves. Believing he has finally 
found Kanna, Kita is shocked when she makes an unexpected 
choice involving a shadowy masked stranger who promises to 
reveal truths that Neylin has hidden about magic and their 
pasts. Unfolding in propulsive and compulsively readable chap-
ters, Vuong’s writing is engaging, and his worldbuilding treads a 
finely drawn line between recognizable and novel, making this 
work easily accessible and broadly appealing. Enriquez’s vibrant 
illustrations keep a central point of view in their orderly pan-
els, with a decidedly mangalike feel. Kita and Kanna present 
White; Toran has dark skin, and background characters show a 
range of skin tones. 

A fun, quick read sure to hook fantasy fans. (Graphic fantasy. 
8-12)

NANO 
The Spectacular 
Science of the Very 
(Very) Small
Wade, Jesse
Illus. by Castrillón, Melissa
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-1766-7  

What amazing things could be made 
from the very tiniest building blocks?

Physicist Wade provides an introduction to the science 
of new and to-be-discovered materials based on nanotechnol-
ogy. “Everything is made out of something,” she begins, starting 
with a general, macro look at the world around us. Materials 
like paper, wood, metal, cotton, glass have different attri-
butes: “light, heavy, strong, or flexible.” The way that atoms, or 
elements, are “mixed together” creates the attributes of the 
resulting material. Carbon, a “very important element” in the 
human body and “in every living thing,” can be found on its 
own as graphite, as in the soft substance in a pencil. One layer 
of carbon atoms makes up a new substance called graphene—

“the strongest material known to human beings. If you made 
a tightrope out of graphene, an elephant could walk along it 
without breaking it.” Castrillón’s whimsical art is intriguingly 
paired with the subject matter, incorporating both the explana-
tory and speculative, using fine lines that seem delicate but are 
also robust—light but muscular, just like the materials Wade 
describes. Graphene and other nanomaterials have astonishing 
applications both current (lighter airplanes, self-washing win-
dows) and potential (sieves that could make ocean water drink-
able; nervelike connections that could help blind people see). 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A marvelous spark for the imagination and motivation to 
learn more. (further information, index) (Informational picture 
book. 4-9)

JUANITA 
The Girl Who Counted 
the Stars
Walder, Lola
Illus. by Peluso, Martina
Cuento de Luz (24 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-84-18302-05-3  

Juanita, an Indigenous Maya girl liv-
ing in a village on the shores of Lake Atitlán in Guatemala, loves 
counting the stars.

Juanita’s mother, along with the other women in the village, 
makes beautiful embroidered blouses known as huipiles to sell 
to visiting tourists. Juanita helps her family by cooking “deli-
cious, crunchy tortillas” made from the corn her father grows. 
In the evenings, Juanita enjoys lying on the rooftop counting 
the stars. One day, her mother is too sick to finish a huipil she 

“Castrillón’s whimsical art is intriguingly paired with the subject 
matter, incorporating both the explanatory and speculative.”

nano
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must deliver the next day. Unable to help and feeling sad, Juan-
ita climbs up to the roof and falls asleep counting the stars. In 
this sweet and simple story, a little magic does the trick when 
a star provides Juanita with “a tiny golden needle” with which 
she is able to finish the huipil. A cascade of related good events 
follows the completion of the huipil, saving the family from a 
precarious situation. In the last spread, Juanita, now a grown 
woman, can be seen with what appears to be the Manhattan 
Bridge in New York City in the background, still making torti-
llas. Illustrations in rich, jewel-toned colors beautifully comple-
ment the story. The inhabitants of the village, who are mostly 
Maya, have olive skin and black hair. The book publishes simul-
taneously in Spanish as Juanita: La niña que contaba estrellas.

A beautiful snapshot of Guatemala, with a touch of magic. 
(author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8) (Juanita: La niña que contaba 
estrellas: 978-84-18302-04-6)

DINO PAJAMA PARTY
A Bedtime Book
Wallmark, Laurie
Illus. by Robertson, Michael
Running Press Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7624-9775-1  

In a rollicking romp, dinosaurs in pajamas and onesies 
gather to get down, then lie down.

“Dinos roar, and dinos shriek. / Dinos boom, and dinos 
squeak. // Dinos singing extra loud / rush to join the dino crowd.” 
In cadences reminiscent of Paul and Henrietta Stickland’s 
classic (and sadly out-of-print) Dinosaur Roar! (1994), dinos of 
diverse species march into a park to swing and shake to the 

“rocking sound” of a prehistoric dance band…until the sun goes 
down, and all trail off to snoozeland: “Snug in bed, / they dance 
no more. // Fast asleep, / the dinos snore.” The light may dim, 
but the intensity of Robertson’s palette doesn’t as he depicts 
in loud hues stampedes of hustling herbivores and cavorting 
carnivores rushing along a small-town street, boogeying to the 
beat, gradually winding down, and ending up snuggled beneath 
cozy coverlets in a dino-dormitory. Even by the end the energy 
level may be a bit on the high side for an effective bedtime read-
aloud, but it’ll serve as a welcome alternative after the quadril-
lionth reading of Sandra Boynton’s Dinosaur Dance! (2016) or as 
a quick charmer in a dinosaur- or dance-party–themed daylight 
storytime. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Who wouldn’t gladly boogie down to bed with, say, a toothy 
T. rex? (Picture book. 3-6)

HELPING HOSPITAL
A Community Helpers Book
Ward, Lindsay
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-308139-0  

Three children visit a local hospital 
for different reasons to help kids learn 

about medical care and personnel.
Emmy accompanies her mom for a regular maternity 

checkup that ends up with her mom going into labor and giving 
birth to her new brother. Leo arrives with his dad. He broke 
his arm and must go to X-ray and then gets a cast and a sling. 
Annabelle comes with her mom for a regular pediatric visit and 
a shot. These racially diverse kids visit a large hospital with lots 
of specialized (and similarly diverse) personnel, all of whom are 
pictured and labeled with their official titles. On some pages, 
the positions are defined. Some of the medical equipment is 
also labeled and defined, including the ultrasound equipment 
showing Emmy’s baby brother and the X-ray machine used to 
diagnose Leo’s arm. Pictures of these images will be of great 
interest to many young viewers. While the stylized illustrations 
thoroughly document the workings of this hospital and the 
narrative story about these three children could be interesting, 
these elements are undermined by the sheer volume of informa-
tion that is being presented. The kids all look pretty young, and 
community-helper units are usually done in early-elementary 
grades. The specificity of the job titles (otolaryngologist, endocri-
nologist, cardiovascular nurse) and the large number of employees 
both mentioned and pictured create a mismatch between book 
and audience. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Accurate but overstuffed. (glossary) (Informational picture 
book. 5-7)

PESTS AND PETS
Warner, Andy
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (192 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-0-316-49823-4
978-0-316-46338-6 paper 
Series: Andy Warner’s Oddball Histories 

Discover how human intervention 
changed the histories of 18 species.

Broken up into the three loose 
categories—“Creatures we find cute,” “Creatures we find use-
ful,” and “Creatures that find us useful”—this graphic nonfic-
tion title traces the domestication of common pets and farm 
animals as well as our relationships with less-popular creatures, 
such as mice, raccoons, and cockroaches. Each creature is given 
its own chapter, which introduces general information, such as 
weight, size, and diet, before delving into its intersection with 
humankind. The chapters are informative and include enough 

“The chapters are informative and include enough jokes, 
quips, and groaners to keep most readers engaged.”

pests and pets
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jokes, quips, and groaners to keep most readers engaged. A 
few chapters cross over broad categories, intimating at the 
complexities of humankind’s dietary incentives. Rabbits, for 
instance, have been farmed for their meat for centuries as well 
as more recently raised as pets, but their introduction into the 
wild in Australia has been calamitous. The artwork features an 
international cast of humans representing multiple cultures. 
The world map that introduces every chapter identifies each 
species’ “(Likely) Wild Origin” and uses star points instead of 
ranges, which may confuse literal-minded readers. That, and 
a lack of bibliography, may annoy those seeking to learn more. 
These quibbles aside, the book is an entertaining, sometimes-
sobering look at the effects we’ve had on the planet. It’s a useful 
title for any nonfiction shelf, but it may need a little support 
now and then. 

File this one under “Books we find useful.” (timeline, map) 
(Graphic nonfiction. 9-12)

PINKIE PROMISES
Warren, Elizabeth
Illus. by Chua, Charlene
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-250-80102-9  

Lately, everyone seems intent on tell-
ing Polly what girls can’t do.

Whether it’s fixing a leak, building 
a model drawbridge, or washing a car, it 

seems like the world thinks that girls aren’t able to do anything. 
Polly is discouraged until she goes to a political rally with her 
mother. There, the two meet a White woman named Elizabeth 
(recognizably author Warren in Chua’s friendly illustrations) 
who’s running for president. She tells Polly that she is running 
because that’s what girls do: They lead. Polly and Elizabeth 
make a pinky promise to remember this truth. Polly decides 
that being a girl can’t prevent her from doing whatever she 
wants. Even though she’s a bit intimidated at attending a brand-
new school, Polly decides to be brave—because that’s what girls 
do, and she makes a pinkie promise with her mom. At soccer, 
she’s under pressure to score the winning goal. She makes a pin-
kie promise with her coach to do her best, because that’s what 
girls do. And so on. By the end of the book, Polly ignores what 
she’s been told that girls can’t do and totally focuses on what 
they can do: absolutely anything they want. In the illustrations, 
Polly and her family have dark skin and straight, dark hair. The 
narrative is inspiring and child friendly, although the constant 
return to making pinkie promises feels like a distraction from 
the central message. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Inspiring, if all these pinkie promises don’t get in the way. 
(Picture book. 3-7)

PENCILVANIA
Watson, Stephanie
Illus. by Moore, Sofia
Sourcebooks Young Readers (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-72821-590-7  

Zora, 12, shares her mother’s artistic 
gifts, but when grief and guilt lead her to 
destroy years of drawings, the results are 
astonishing.

Voom is Zora and her mom’s word for 
the artistic impulse that bubbles up inside. After disclosing her 
leukemia diagnosis to Zora and her sister, Frankie, Mom prom-
ised the girls she’d beat it. Ten months later, their far sicker 
mom is hospitalized in Pittsburgh, where the girls share their 
bus driver grandmother’s basement apartment. Mom contin-
ues to be optimistic and avoid acknowledging the possibility 
of death. Frustrated and needing to hear a realistic prognosis, 
Zora uses her art to show her mother the truth of how ill she 
looks. Later that night her mom dies—and Zora’s Voom goes 
away. When Grandma Wren disappoints Frankie on her sev-
enth birthday, Zora’s guilt-fueled anger erupts. Over Frankie’s 
protests, Zora scribbles out her drawings until the scribbles 
fight back, pulling the girls into Pencilvania, a world where each 
of Zora’s creations lives. Most of her now-animated drawings 
welcome her—except for one scribbled-out horse who kidnaps 
Frankie. Guided by a seven-legged horse, the Zoracle (a com-
posite of her early self-portraits), and other charming creations, 
Zora sets out to rescue Frankie and rediscover the wellspring of 
creativity that forms her mother’s legacy. Presumed White, the 
humans are well rounded and believable. Pencilvania’s inhabit-
ants, conceived with humorous, metafictional whimsy, are enliv-
ened with copious, inventive illustrations. 

A vibrant celebration of art’s power to console and heal. 
(Fiction. 8-12)

INSIDE CAT 
Wenzel, Brendan
Illus. by the author
Chronicle Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-4521-7319-1  

A cat gazes in wonderment at the world outside.
Wide-eyed, blue-collared, brown-and-black Inside Cat 

(who looks like a sinuous set of scribbles with pointy ears and 
large, googly eyes) peers from numerous windows in its large 
city dwelling. What sights there are to behold as Inside Cat 
leisurely, repeatedly “Wanders. Wonders” around, looking out 
of windows square, round, thin, wide, and otherwise diverse in 
shape, size, color, and/or spatial arrangement. From assorted 
vantage points, Inside Cat views fascinating people, objects, 
creatures, and activities. If Inside Cat has only a partial under-
standing of what it sees (“fluffy rats” are squirrels; “roaring flies” 
are helicopters), it fills in the scenes with imaginary details that, 
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delightfully, appear in pale lines on the white interior walls sur-
rounding the windows. Inside Cat explores the world via window 
on every floor of its house so regularly that it knows all there is 
to know about the world inside and out. But…don’t be surprised 
when the final, full-color page leaves you breathless—as it does 
our protagonist; one wonders why this feline remained indoors 
so long. This delicious charmer, told in simple, rhythmically lilt-
ing verse as light-footed as a cat, develops vocabulary and rein-
forces basic concepts like shape and size, directional and spatial 
relationships. The wonderful, loose illustrations were created 
with mixed media, each employed expertly to delineate the var-
ied perspectives presented all at one time.

Excellent for stimulating creative-thinking, art, and writ-
ing activities. (Picture book. 3-6)

MUDDLE SCHOOL
Whamond, Dave
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (144 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5253-0486-6  

Follow Dave’s journey as he navigates 
his time as a new student in middle, er…
Muddle School.

Dave’s family has just moved to Mud-
dle and hope that this new environment 

will inspire their son to get better grades and find himself. Sadly, 
his mother’s attempts to help him make a good first impression 
lead him to wear a powder-blue leisure suit that quickly makes 
him the target of a trio of bullies. This account begins an auto-
biographical retelling of the author/artist’s time at a new school 
and how his increasingly positive attitude over the course of 
the year helped him to gain popularity and develop a core group 
of friends. The message isn’t too heavy-handed (although the 
theme is directly addressed by a studious friend), and readers 
will have a lot of laughs (often at Dave’s expense) along the way. 
The cartoon artwork, heavily lined in black and shaded in faded 
blues with Dave’s looser cartoons interspersed on faux lined 
paper, is amusing, but characterizations are not always visually 
consistent. The theme and the humor transcend this concern, 
however, and rabid fans of series such as Diary of a Wimpy Kid 
or The Popularity Papers will happily gobble this up. Dave, his 
family, and most of his classmates present White, though there 
are some characters of color, including Dave’s chief bully and 
Dave’s crush. 

Should help readers muddle through middle school them-
selves. (Graphic historical fiction. 9-12)

HOLLYWOOD VS. THE GALAXY
Winkler, Henry & Oliver, Lin
Illus. by Nicolle, Ethan
Amulet/Abrams (296 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4197-4684-0 
Series: Alien Superstar, 3 

Buddy Burger carries on in this 
sequel to Lights, Camera, Danger! (2020).

Now that Citizen Cruel has been 
dealt with, alien superstar Buddy has 

nowhere to go but up: His TV show, Oddball Academy, is being 
given a sweet hourlong special, and if the suits think it’s strong 
enough, the silver screen will be next. But unbeknownst to 
Buddy, the Supreme Leader has decided to take matters into 
his own alien hands and head to Earth in an effort to capture 
Buddy once and for all. Will he finally be taken prisoner by the 
Supreme Leader? Will Oddball Academy become the next teen 
sensation? Will the weird romantic chemistry between Buddy 
and his human gal pal, Cassidy Cambridge, be resolved? This 
third series entry gets things back on track after a weak second 
outing. Buddy and Cassidy remain the most nuanced characters, 
but at this point readers have spent enough time in Buddy’s Hol-
lywood that the tertiary one-dimensional gag machines come 
off as a feature rather than a bug. The authors are able to inject 
some real menace in the narrative with the Supreme Leader’s 
finally getting his hands dirty, spinning an engaging yarn that’ll 
have readers turning pages as quickly as possible. The narrative 
clicks into place, moving effectively while still boasting plenty 
of humor. Spot art—and the occasional full-page illustration—
amplifies the hijinks and cues Cassidy as Black; Buddy presents 
as White when in human form.

A rousing adventure. (Science fiction. 9-12)

WILDFIRE! 
Wolff, Ashley 
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5344-8773-4  

Presenting panoramas of a lightning-
sparked wildfire, Wolff honors a forest ecosystem and the work-
ers who monitor, manage, and fight forest fires.

Cinematic scenes toggle between animals—sensing danger, 
seeking shelter for themselves and their young—and humans, 
who are spotting, communicating, and fighting the wildfire, 
from the air and on the ground. Various birds—jay, raven, and 
more—sound the alarm, echoing Wolff ’s refrain: “FireFireFire 
in the forest!” Double-page spreads feature dramatic perspec-
tives and a palette of cool blue-greens and browns, and fiery red, 
yellow, and purple. Wolff portrays the humans involved in this 
crucial, often dangerous work as a committed group of racially 
and gender-diverse workers: Maria staffs a fire lookout; Mia’s 
a pilot ferrying smokejumpers. Dedicating the project to her 
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son Brennan, a Pacific Northwest hotshot for three seasons, 
Wolff depicts him by name as a crew member. A bulldozer’s 
wide swath of “scraped earth finally halts the fire’s march.” A 
welcome storm helps douse flames as tired crews return to base 
and pilots fly smokejumpers to new wildfires. Final spreads con-
vey a charred forest that nonetheless highlights some of fire’s 
natural, regenerative properties: burst pine cones with nuts for 
squirrels; temporary meadows for deer; tree snags for foraging 
woodpeckers. An author’s note details shifts in federal response 
to wildfires and the increasing impacts of climate change and 
human activity. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A handsome, well-researched tribute to forest ecology and 
the brave people who help protect it. (glossary, firefighting 
tools, sources) (Picture book. 5-8)

MILLIONS OF MAXES
Wolitzer, Meg
Illus. by Player, Micah
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-32411-0  

A young boy is surprised to learn oth-
ers are also named Max.

“The one and only Max,” an affec-
tionate moniker given to him by his parents, is reinforced by 
iterations of his name emblazoned all over his room. During a 
visit to the park, Max is shocked to discover two other children 
answering to Max: a Black girl on roller skates and a White child 
on a scooter. Putting his confusion and discomfort aside, Max 
volunteers to help roller-skating Max find her pink pine cone. 
All three Maxes jubilantly scour the park searching for the miss-
ing item. Working together has warmed the formerly one-and-
only Max to the existence of more Maxes. Later he corrects 
his parents, explaining he’s one of many Maxes, and despite 
the shared name, each Max is different in their own way. Since 
more text is devoted to the pine-cone search than to showing 
what makes each Max distinct, readers must rely on their depic-
tions to understand what he means, with most differences being 
physical attributes. The cheerful, cartoony illustrations and 
vivid color palette are pleasing but can’t overcome the rushed 
ending and the promotion of body type and skin and hair color 
as the primary ways individuals can be distinct. Main character 
Max is biracial, with medium-brown skin and curly, dark-brown 
hair; his mom presents Asian, and his dad presents Black. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Mistakenly places emphasis on appearances over millions 
of other ways people can be unique. (Picture book. 4-8)

SNOW ANGEL, 
SAND ANGEL 
Yamanaka, Lois-Ann
Illus. by Lukashevsky, Ashley
Make Me a World (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-12737-7  

A girl growing up in Hawaii finally expe-
riences snow, but it isn’t what she expected.

Claire’s teacher assigns them to make dioramas about the 
seasons, and Claire is disappointed to get winter. Claire has 
lived on the Big Island of Hawaii all her life and has never seen 
real snow. To give her a taste, Claire’s father takes the family up 
to Mauna Kea to see snow, but it’s a disappointment. The snow 
is hard and blocky, like ice; she can’t run around because of the 
altitude; and the snowman they build is all lumpy. Claire dreams 
of becoming a snow angel, flying away to a snowy place that is 
more beautiful and more special than the island. Then the fam-
ily makes a trip to Hapuna Beach, where her parents share their 
knowledge of the Native Hawaiian names of the hundred winds 
and many sea creatures. Claire begins to see the beauty of the 
place she calls home. Both Yamanaka and Lukashevsky were 
born and raised in Hawaii, and their affection for it shines in 
this beautiful homage to the Big Island. Claire embodies the 
common process of wanting to experience new things and dis-
covering the beauty in your own heritage and homeland. The 
narration includes Hawaiian names for places, fish, and plants, 
while the illustrations revel in their vigor and beauty. Claire and 
her family have brown skin and straight, black hair. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A wonderful recognition of land, culture, family, and heri-
tage. (author’s note, glossary, publisher’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

ARCH OF BONE
Yolen, Jane
Illus. by Sanderson, Ruth
Tachyon (192 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-61696-350-7  

Fourteen-year-old Josiah Starbuck 
of Nantucket becomes marooned on an 
island with his dog, Zeke.

Extemporizing on Moby-Dick (a work 
with which the target audience is highly 

unlikely to be familiar), this story opens with a man who tells 
Josiah to “Call me Ishmael” showing up at the Starbucks’ house 
early one morning to deliver the news to Josiah and his mother 
that the whaler Pequod, on which Josiah’s father shipped out as 
first mate, went down with all hands except Ishmael. Josiah is 
understandably upset, but his grief turns (unconvincingly) to 
anger at Ishmael and his mother. Needing to clear his head, 
Josiah sets off in his catboat with Zeke and is caught by a storm. 
Knocked unconscious by the boom, Josiah wakes up to find 
himself shipwrecked on a tiny, unfamiliar island. He and Zeke 

“A wonderful recognition of land, culture, family, and heritage.”
snow angel, sand angel
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eke out their survival on the scrubby island, on which sits a cof-
fin-shaped fisherman’s shack and an arch made of a whalebone’s 
jaw—which delivers disturbing dreams to Josiah (the strongest 
portions of the story) whenever he falls asleep against it. The 
story’s inconsistencies (whether it’s early or late spring, wouldn’t 
a boy whose mother makes blueberry jam recognize a blueberry 
bush out of season? How does Josiah know that Ishmael floated 
on a coffin when Ishmael did not relate that part of the story?) 
undermine it, and the two narrative sections—the dreams and 
Josiah’s survival activities—don’t transmute into a whole. The 
exquisite black-and-white illustrations, however, deliver a rich 
resonance.

A beautifully illustrated patchwork. (Historical fantasy/fiction. 
10-14)

A THING CALLED SNOW
Zommer, Yuval
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-37788-8  

Two young friends have an adventure 
while learning what snow is.

Though it’s not necessarily sustained, 
the poetic opening sets the tone for the text: “Fox and Hare 
were born in the spring, / grew up in the summer, / and were the 
best of friends by autumn.” One day, Bird drops down and tells 
the friends they’ll soon be able to play in “this thing called snow,” 
but the two don’t know what that is. They set out to query Bear, 
Caribou, Salmon, and Goose. Each compares snow to some-
thing they already know: “Snow is white like your fur,” Bear tells 
them, or “fluffy like your tails,” according to Salmon. The day 
passes, and darkness lowers, and they are no closer to an answer 
or to home, so they curl up together…while gentle flakes fall 
around them. Bear and Caribou, who began to fear the friends 
were lost, discover them in the morning, and Fox and Hare 
delight in the snow as they lead the larger animals back home. 
Zommer’s collagelike illustrations are full of marvelous textures 
and details in the rich and realistic colors of nature, and the 
wildlife depicted is more lifelike than cartoon. The one oddity 
is that Zommer depicts both eyes of each animal even in profile, 
leading to some peculiar appearances, especially for Goose and 
Salmon. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This will have young children thinking of their own com-
parisons for snow. (Picture book. 4-8)

HEY, YOU’RE NOT SANTA!
Berlin, Ethan T.
Illus. by Taylor, Edwardian
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-338-65619-0  

Santa needs a bystander to stand in 
for him, but a child can see right through the ruse.

Santa is at the home of a child whose present he left at the 
North Pole. He needs someone to stand in for him while he 
dashes back to grab the gift. The only one nearby is a cow, who 
eagerly agrees to the task. Santa insists that the cow not let on 
that she isn’t Santa. But despite the elaborate costume (which 
does not hide cowbell, tail, or hooves), as soon as the cow says, 

“Moo-moo-moo, Merry Christmas,” the child has doubts. When 
the child apologizes for being out of milk, the cow mysteriously 
produces some. The cow thanks the child for putting out the 
tree, since she loves to eat grass and trees. When the child 
declares that the cow is not Santa, she tries to play herself off 
as anything else—Mrs. Claus? An elf? The Easter Bunny? Nope. 
But just as the cow starts to explain, the real Santa shows up 
with armfuls of extra gifts for the child for being so nice this 
year. There is no rhyme or reason to the story, and the goofy 
cartoon illustrations only exacerbate the ridiculousness, but a 
fraction of children will find it giggleworthy nonetheless. The 
all-dialogue text is set in speech bubbles. Santa (the real one) 
presents White; the skeptical child has light-brown skin and a 
pouf of brown hair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Extremely—almost annoyingly—silly. (Picture book. 4-7)

JAN BRETT’S THE 
NUTCRACKER
Brett, Jan
Illus. by the author
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-10982-3  

Brett applies her signature visual storytelling style to the 
Christmas favorite.

By setting her tale in a snowy, 19th-century Russian city 
and including in her trademark marginal vignettes both golden 
musical staves crowded with notes and animal instrumental-
ists clad in traditional Russian attire, Brett situates this retell-
ing in Tchaikovsky’s ballet rather than Hoffman’s original story, 
though she retains Hoffman’s names. And as the ballet does, 
Brett crams her stage with characters, beginning with the 
Christmas party when Drosselmeier presents Marie with the 

“Zommer’s collagelike illustrations are full of marvelous textures 
and details in the rich and realistic colors of nature.”

a thing called snow
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Nutcracker and continuing through the battle with the Mouse 
King to Marie and the Nutcracker’s visit to what is here called 
the land of the Snow Princess. Once there, anthropomorphic 
Russian animals replace the ethnically stereotyped sweets of 
the ballet, with arctic foxes, flying squirrels, and hedgehogs 
taking turns in a snowy wonderland. Like the plot of the bal-
let, not much makes sense under close examination; unlike the 
ballet, Brett’s figures display very little movement, so hemmed 
in are they. Even compositions with relatively few figures feel 
crowded with decorative detail and superfluous tiny animals, 
so much so that readers may need to work hard to parse mean-
ing. Despite its adherence to the plot of the ballet, this is not a 
particularly good preparation for it, but readers already familiar 
with it may enjoy taking in Brett’s vision. All human characters 
present White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Both busy and meandering, but readers may like the danc-
ing Cossack bears. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE FIRST CHRISTMAS
Brooks, Phillips & Redner, Lewis H.
Illus. by Moses, Will
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-7878-7  

A popular Christmas song is paired with painted illustra-
tions of the Nativity.

Brooks’ “O Little Town of Bethlehem” lyrics are printed in 
couplets on tan-colored pages with spot art featuring human 
and angelic characters. Facing each page of text is a scene in the 
desert, beginning with a pregnant Mary riding a donkey along-
side Joseph walking with his staff along a road. They enter a 
town at night and disembark in a barnyard, where angels gather 
above and then people come bearing gifts. The final spread 
shows Mary caring for tiny baby Jesus, both of them glowing; 
the facing text quotes Luke 2:14: “Glory to God in the highest, 
and on earth, peace, good will toward men.” Endmatter offers 
the music, additional verses, and a note about the text. Moses’ 
naïve art combines strokes of muted colors with the deep blue 
of a night sky and bright white and golden spots of robes and 
horns, moon, and stars. The scenes hum with the significance 
of the night represented. While the angels and the crowd are 
depicted in hues ranging from dark brown to pale, the three 
main figures are decidedly pink, and the baby’s hair appears 
golden. Some Christian families seeking to share the tale of 
Christ’s birth with their young ones will find this a fitting trib-
ute. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Refreshing. (Picture book. 4-8)

SANTA MOUSE, 
WHERE ARE YOU?
Brown, Michael
Illus. by De Witt, Elfrieda
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5344-3802-6 
Series: Santa Mouse 

Santa Mouse has an adventure while 
helping Santa with deliveries. 

Rhyming stanzas narrated in the first person plural intro-
duce the small creature, who is dressed in a red-and-white Santa 
suit, complete with white beard and black boots. While Santa 
brings “big presents that come for you and me,” Santa mouse 
puts tiny gifts in the branches of the tree. One year, a child 
stringing lights on the tree decides to put a bright light “right 
at the very top, / so Santa Mouse can see!” While the children 
drift off to sleep, happy with their gleaming, yellow light, Santa 
Mouse is completing his tiny gifts with a yellow ribbon. Santa 
gives a last call for the journey, and Santa Mouse climbs aboard 
the sleigh. As they fly through the air, the tiny gift Santa Mouse 
is holding slips out of his hand; reaching to save it, Santa Mouse 
falls off himself, landing safely in a snowbank. Just when he 
thinks all is lost, the ribbon of the gift catches the light from 
atop the tree, guiding him to a place where Santa will find him. 
With simple illustrations characteristic of this book’s original 
1966 publication date, this sweet, easy read is perfect for young 
ones who are fond of small animals and may inspire families to 
add a small new tradition to their holiday celebrations. Happily, 
it is free of the lingering stereotypical elements that marred the 
recent revision of prequel Santa Mouse (2019). Almost all human 
characters are White, including Santa. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Unusual and memorable. (Picture book. 3-8)

ONE CHRISTMAS MYSTERY
Butler, M. Christina
Illus. by Macnaughton, Tina
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-68010-257-8  

A group of animal friends seeks 
what’s behind objects gone missing in 
the forest.

Hedgehog has invited friends over for a Christmas party, 
but they failed to bring decorations. They go out as a group to 
collect holly and pine cones, but they have a hard time finding 
the few that are left. Hedgehog notices Mole crying, and the 
friends ask the small creature what is the matter: Mole’s special 
scarf disappeared when he hung it out to dry. The friends set out 
to help find it. They notice large footprints in the snow, with 
crushed berries in them, leading deep into the forest. The foot-
prints lead to a snowy cave with a large table set with a large mug 
and bowl, and the smaller creatures turn to run in fear. But when 
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the cave’s dwellers emerge, both mysteries are solved and new 
friends are made, just in time for a cozy Christmas party. The 
forest animals, which include a fox, a rabbit, and a skunk, walk 
on hind legs and wear human expressions on their faces in the 
soft-lined illustrations with a wintry background of bluish snow 
and evergreen trees. The furry creatures make sweet examples 
of caring friendships, courage, and openness, and their moment 
of terror provides comic relief after the suspenseful buildup. 

Undemanding but quite charming. (Picture book. 3-8)

MERRY CHRISTMAS, GUS
Chatterton, Chris
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-38477-0  

Gus the dog doesn’t like anything 
about Christmas—but maybe it doesn’t 
have to be all about him.

Grumpy Gus makes it clear, with his severe unibrow and 
unsmiling snout, that he does not like Christmas. His small canine 
companion, identical to Gus except for size and cheerful expres-
sion, tries decorating him with Christmas lights and bringing him 
candy canes. Friends sing carols. They make snowdogs in the snow. 
None of this produces the slightest smile from Gus. When Gus 
shows just how much he dislikes Christmas, his small companion 
curls up by the fire alone. Then Gus has second thoughts. Perhaps 
Christmas isn’t just about his own dislikes. Perhaps he can do nice 
things for loved ones. He wraps gifts and redecorates, so when the 
smaller pup wakes in the morning, there are parts of Christmas 
to enjoy together. With these new experiences, Gus changes his 
mind about Christmas…though the gift he receives returns the 
frown to his brow. This simple story features straightforward text 
paired with clean illustrations and contrasting moods and person-
alities that make for a humorous reading experience for very young 
listeners and independent readers alike. Gus’ realization and the 
resultant turn of events offer satisfying social-emotional layers that 
point at the true meanings of holidays, relationships, and giving. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A great read for any season. (Picture book. 3-8)

FIVE LITTLE MONKEYS 
LOOKING FOR SANTA
Christelow, Eileen
Illus. by the author
Clarion Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-358-46985-8 
Series: Five Little Monkeys 

Five little monkeys can’t sleep—they are too excited about 
the prospect of seeing Santa.

An empty bed and sounds in the hallway…what could that 
mean? That’s right. Five little monkeys sneaking down the 

stairs, looking for Santa. Each time they hear a noise, they run 
to the spot, hoping it’s Santa. But he’s not in the kitchen eat-
ing cookies; Grandpa is there, snacking, and he shoos them off 
to bed. Santa won’t come while they’re awake, he says. They 
lie back down, wide-eyed, but when they hear noises from the 
bathroom, they sneak out of bed again to see who it is. It’s just 
Mama. She shoos them off too. They even check outside, not 
noticing the sleigh on a far-off neighbor’s roof, and get stuck 
on the roof. After tumbling down the chimney, they fall asleep 
on the couch, and only then does Santa visit, not waking them 
until the door clicks shut behind him. Christelow manages to 
picture Santa without even indicating whether he’s human, and 
children will have fun pointing out Santa’s cameos throughout 
the spreads while following the rhyming text. The monkeys-
as-children trope has worn out its welcome for many readers 
and demographics; for die-hard fans only, this will be a welcome 
addition to the series.

There are other choices for the season’s fun. (Picture book. 
3-6)

THE SNOWFLAKE
Davies, Benji
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-06-256360-6  

The stories of a snowflake and a girl 
named Noelle collide when the snow-
flake lands on Earth. 

When the snowflake first starts fall-
ing, she resists. A cloud assures her that falling is what she is 
made for, but the snowflake doesn’t want to. Meanwhile, far 
away, a White girl named Noelle walks home with her grandpa, 
wondering if it will snow. The snowflake continues to tumble 
through the air, whisked onward by the wind, passing streams 
and then buildings with windows, including one with a tree 
topped with a brightly gleaming star that catches her atten-
tion. The snowflake longs to be that star. Walking through town, 
Noelle sees the tree too and wishes she could have one like it. 
Instead, she finds a branch. While the snowflake keeps flying 
through the wind, passing other snowflakes, Noelle decorates 
her little branch as a tree and sets it outside on her window-
sill. She goes to bed still hoping for snow, and by morning, both 
Noelle and the snowflake have found their wishes come true. 
The sweet, gentle illustrations use a varied blue palette dot-
ted with pink, yellow, and red to draw readers into the cold 
winter nights of the “town nestled between the hills.” The 
anthropomorphic snowflake and hopeful Noelle are equally 
endearing, and their joined resolution feels just right. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Hope and patience are rewarded in this cozy holiday tale. 
(Picture book. 3-8)
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GREEN IS FOR CHRISTMAS
Daywalt, Drew
Illus. by Jeffers, Oliver
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-35338-7  

Familiar crayon characters argue 
over which color is the essential Christ-
mas color.

Green starts by saying that green is for Christmas. After 
all, green is for holly. But Red objects. Red is for candy canes. 
Green is for fir trees, Green retorts. But Red is for Santa Claus, 
who agrees. (Santa is depicted as a white-bearded White man.) 
Then White joins the fray. After spending the year being invis-
ible, White isn’t giving up the distinction of association with 
Christmas. Snow, anyone? But then there’s Silver: stars and 
bells. And Brown: cookies and reindeer! At this point, everyone 
is confused. But they come together and agree that Christmas 
wouldn’t be Christmas without all of them together. Someone 
may get the last word, though. In Daywalt and Jeffers’ now-
signature style, the crayon-written text is spare and humorous, 
while the crayon characters engage with each other against a 
bare white background, vying for attention. Dot-eyed faces and 
stick legs on each object turn them all into comical, if similar, 
personalities. But the series’ original cleverness is absent here, 
leaving readers with a perfunctory recitation of attributes. Fans 
of the crayon books may delight in another themed installment; 
those who aren’t already fans will likely find it lacking. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Fun enough to read once but without enough substance to 
last. (Picture book. 3-6)

BULLDOZER’S CHRISTMAS DIG
Fleming, Candace
Illus. by Rohmann, Eric
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5344-3820-0 
Series: Bulldozer 

Bulldozer is worried about what to give his friends for 
Christmas.

On Christmas Eve, Dump Truck is carrying, Digger Truck is 
stringing, and Crane Truck is lifting—all in service of decorat-
ing for Christmas. But Bulldozer is on the side, surrounded by 
cats, worrying. He has not a single gift for his friends. What can 
he do? He sees a tire half buried in the snow and wonders what 
other treasures might be there. He starts to dig, and he hits 
something…but it turns out to be junk. He keeps on digging and 
finds something else: “more junk.” He keeps digging and dig-
ging. The piles grow larger, the sky gets darker, and Bulldozer’s 
hope fades. But then he thinks he sees something through the 
snow. He pokes the pile of junk this way and that. He adds bits 
and pieces. As his friends call out to him that it’s quitting time, 
Bulldozer puts last touches on his gift. He moves aside to reveal 

his creation to his friends, and all are pleased with the gift. The 
little yellow Bulldozer with his entourage of animal friends is a 
likable character whose plight children will relate to and whose 
noncommercial solution is a model for creative youngsters 
to take as inspiration. Best for wrapping a message of giving 
within a truck-loving package full of sound effects. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Extremely simple and rather sweet. (Picture book. 3-6)

MAY YOUR LIFE 
BE DELICIOSA 
Genhart, Michael
Illus. by Lora, Loris
Cameron + Company (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-951836-22-1  

The aroma of steamy corn deliciousness wraps Abuela’s 
home in incredible warmth and anticipation.

Alongside mounds of masa, earthy roasted chiles, and sea-
soned meat, the entire family forms an assembly line of coop-
eration and laughter. Family stories are shared and passed down 
to the kids, along with Abuela’s own unique way of creating her 
tamales. Each step carries a special message of encouragement: 

“may you always be flexible”; “may you always stand tall and 
proud”; “may you have lots and lots of hugs.” The tamales are 
wrapped in their pliable husks stuffed with dreams, hope, and 
love—and meat and chiles. As they steam, the family waits with 
paciencia—patience. Music, singing, and storytelling reverber-
ate within the walls of Abuela’s home. Finally, the tamales are 
done. The savory Christmas Eve gifts are unwrapped one by 
one, and Abuela proclaims as the tamales disappear, “May your 
life be delicious!” Genhart’s loving tribute to the women of his 
Mexican American family is heartfelt and sincere. His mother is 
revealed in the author’s note to be the nieta (granddaughter) of 
the story, and she continues the family legacy at the book’s end 
with a new tamalada: “You start with una hoja….” The semibil-
ingual text carries Lora’s illustrations, as they convey organized 
chaos while flickering between the vibrant colors of Christmas 
present and gray-toned memories of the past.

The warmth of family love and support wafts enticingly 
through this homage to tradition. (illustrator’s note) (Picture 
book. 5-10)

THE CHRISTMAS MITZVAH
Gottesfeld, Jeff
Illus. by Agatha, Michelle Laurentia
Creston (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-939547-94-1  

A Jewish man and his family perform 
good deeds for non-Jews on Christmas Eve. 

Al Rosen, who celebrates Hanukkah, 
loves Christmas, a holiday of “peace on 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   w i n t e r  h o l i d a y  p i c t u r e  b o o k s   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   1 5 9

“Genhart’s loving tribute to the women of his Mexican 
American family is heartfelt and sincere.”

may your life be deliciosa
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earth and goodwill to humanity.” He does good deeds, or mitz-
vahs, for neighbors, at first taking the Christmas Eve shift at the 
local newsstand so the regular clerk can spend the night with 
his family. Later he goes on the radio to volunteer to work for 
Christians on Christmas Eve. His labors take him from grocery 
store to mail room to parking lot to barn. For many years he per-
forms these many different jobs by himself and sometimes with 
his son and grandchildren, becoming a “local legend.” People 
of other faiths, Christian and Muslim, then return the favor on 
the Jewish High Holidays for Al and his family. But “years piled 
up like drifts in a blizzard,” and one year Al is too old—but in a 
grand finale, all join together to light the Hanukkah menorah: 
It’s a veritable “throng of God’s children.” An author’s note ref-
erences the real Al Rosen of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, who per-
formed these acts starting in 1969. The brightly colored, busy 
illustrations fill the pages with a nicely diverse collection of 
active and energetic folk working and smiling as a community. 

A heartwarming slice of neighborly love, caring, and shar-
ing. (author’s note) (Picture book. 6-9)

THE CHRISTMAS BLESSING
A One-of-a-Kind Nativity 
Story About the Love That 
Brings Us Together
Guendelsberger, Erin
Illus. by Yerrill, Gail
Sourcebooks Wonderland (40 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-7282-4049-7  

Bickering animals unite to clean up their barn for the arrival 
of baby Jesus. 

A thundering voice asks Mama Star to shine a path for 
the wandering family whose baby will fill the world with light. 
Mama Star shines bright to lead the way. At the Bethlehem 
stable, she asks the animals, who have awoken in confusion, to 
calm down and work together to clean up for “great visitors.” 
The different animals argue over the responsibility. Mama Star’s 
light fills the stable as she speaks to them again, telling them to 
look at how each kind of animal loves their young, families, and 
friends: “Love is love, if you’re a goat, a pig, a horse, or hen.” The 
coming birth will bless everyone and spread love on Earth, she 
tells them. The animals cuddle their young, then each starts to 
pitch in to clean the manger and create a comfortable space for 
the birth. The final page holds a rhyming “Christmas blessing” 
filled with thanks. The main story’s text rhymes gently, though 
some lines are awkwardly phrased, and many lack the rhythmic 
structure that makes for smooth read-alouds. Soft-focus illus-
trations depict Mama Star as an angelic shape composed of 
white light; human characters are pictured from afar or from 
behind, leaving their appearances up to readers’ imaginations. 
With the focus on unity around the blessing of Christ’s birth, 
this will make a nice addition to religious Christian homes.

Serves its purpose. (Picture book. 3-7)

SUPER SANTA
The Science of Christmas
Hale, Bruce
Illus. by Francis, Guy
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-06-298363-3  

Scientific and mathematical consid-
erations go into Santa’s round-the-world-in-one-night deliveries.

How many presents have been made at the workshop? How 
many miles will the sleigh travel in one night? How heavy are the 
stacks and stacks of toys? What kind of equipment is needed for 
all that weight traveling at such a high speed to stop on a roof? 
And what kind of heat- and pressure-proof suit must Santa wear 
underneath his red one to withstand the journey? All of this 
and more has been taken care of. Even when the conveyor belt 
jams and Santa leaves a half-hour late, he has the smarts to make 
up for lost time by flying east to west across the international 
date line. He completes his successful mission, devouring his 
400 million cookies along the way. Readers are encouraged to 
remember the supportive Mrs. Claus and the tech-savvy elves 
when they’re opening their presents. Bright, busy illustrations 
dash from scene to scene with a frantic energy. A broad-chested 
White Santa Claus and a cheerful White Mrs. Claus oversee a 
team of elves with diverse skin tones and hair textures. This 
book will likely be a hit with precocious youngsters who are 
already skeptical of the Santa Claus tale. Others may prefer not 
to let the realities of science question their magic just yet. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A fun thought-provoker for the scientifically inclined. (Pic-
ture book. 5-9)

CARLA AND THE 
CHRISTMAS CORNBREAD
Hall, Carla with Hartke, Kristen
Illus. by Harris, Cherise
Denene Millner Books/Simon & 
Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-534-49469-5  

It’s Carla’s favorite night of the year—Christmas Eve—but 
will one mistake ruin everything?

Carla loves everything about Christmas Eve, when she, her 
mom, and her sister drive to her grandparents’ house for “the 
best holiday ever: Christmas!” Her favorite part of the drive 
is the sight of twinkling lights on the houses, and her favorite 
thing to eat is Granny’s cornbread. She watches Granny pour 
the batter into the cast iron skillet and put it in the oven. She 
sits with her Grandpa, whom everyone calls “Doc,” while they 
wait. They talk about where Santa is, and Doc shares stories of 
his time in France. Dinner is delicious, though the Christmas 
feast will be much bigger. After putting her pajamas on, Carla 
sees a perfect sugar cookie sitting on a plate—and she takes a 
big bite. Her sister yells, “That’s Santa’s cookie!” Oh, no. How 

“Expressive illustrations evoke the Christmas 
mood in the context of a loving Black family.”

carla and the christmas cornbread
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can Carla rescue Christmas from this big mistake? Granny has 
an idea, and it hinges on Carla’s favorite food. With expressive 
illustrations that set the story in the early 1970s and evoke the 
Christmas mood in the context of a loving Black family, this 
tale reminds readers that love and good intentions can almost 
always save the day. Readers will be eager to try out the corn-
bread recipe included in the endmatter. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Heartwarming and cozy. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE BIGGEST LITTLE BOY
A Christmas Story
Harlow, Poppy
Illus. by Kaulitzki, Ramona
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-20457-3  

Luca loves big things, but he learns 
that sometimes small things are just right.

Luca lives in a big city, and he loves big things, from big 
trucks and big buildings to big dogs. But he especially loves 
big trees. Luca has always tried to climb the biggest tree in Tri-
angle Park, because climbing a big tree makes him feel big. He 
finds it tough being small in the big, busy city, surrounded by 
big people who are always looking up. As Christmas approaches, 
Luca decides he wants to get the biggest Christmas tree in the 
whole city. But the trees at the Christmas tree market aren’t big 
enough for Luca. One day, while walking through the market 
with his mom, looking up at the not-big-enough trees, Luca 
trips over something. It’s a small tree, about his size. He smiles 
at the tree. The tree seems to smile back. Luca knows that this 
tree is special, and when he brings it home and decorates it, 
Luca feels big. The story ends with an explicit statement of a 
heartfelt sentiment that could have been left simply to be felt 
through the story itself, but until that point, the pacing and the 
character’s yearning are just right, delivering an engaging story 
that small children will relate to. The sweet, pleasantly varied 
illustrations depict Luca as a brown boy with curly hair and 
freckles; his mom appears Black, and his dad presents as White. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Delightful and resonant. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE WISHING TREE
Hashimoto, Meika
Illus. by Yan, Xindi
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-274716-7  

Theo’s wish for a more-joyful Christ-
mas is fulfilled in unexpected ways.

With Christmas only three days 
away, the street outside Theo’s window is quiet and dark. Theo 
decides that instead of asking Santa for toys, he has just one 

wish for Christmas. Crumpling up his original list, he writes 
a new letter, and while he sleeps, the wind pulls his letter out 
the window and through the air all the way to the North Pole. 
The next day, Theo is out playing in the snow when he finds a 
huge pine tree with the words Property of the North Pole carved 
into its trunk. From the tree falls a letter: “Bring joy.” Later that 
day, Theo decides to decorate the town. The next day, another 
message from the tree says, “Find harmony.” That night, he 
decides to go caroling and is joined by neighbor after neighbor. 
On Christmas, his parents have to work, and Theo is sad. His 
grandma decides that maybe the neighbors will want to brighten 
his Christmas as he brightened theirs. They do, and by night’s 
end, Theo introduces them all to the wishing tree. Theo, who, 
like his whole family, presents Black, is a sweet, sympathetic 
protagonist readers will feel for as he seeks to make Christmas 
special. The example of individual joy being tied to community 
joy is timely and heartfelt. The blue-and-gold–themed illus-
trations bring the season to life. A dozen punch-out cards are 
included for the book’s purchasers to make their own wishing 
trees. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This magic feels true. (Picture book. 4-8)

SANTA JAWS
Heos, Bridget
Illus. by Bernstein, Galia
Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-24462-8  

Sharks of many kinds enjoy a deep sea version of Christmas 
in this underwater holiday story.

Kids on land send their Christmas wishes to Santa Claus, but 
young sharks “line up for Santa Jaws,” a great white shark in a Santa 
hat who thinks all their wishes sound “delicious.” Deep in the 
workshop, elfin sharks make toys from shells. Horn sharks “trim 
the Christmas kelp.” Lantern sharks light the night as shark fami-
lies sing carols. And on the big night, Santa Jaws rides in his sleigh, 
the prow of a wrecked ship pulled by “hungry hammerheads,” and 
delivers fishy toys for good sharks and rotten fish for bad pups. A 
final spread gives fun facts about the eight shark species that appear 
in the story. The text is delivered in rhyming couplets, and the run-
ning joke about Santa Jaws wanting to eat everything is explained 
in a concluding note about the munching habits of great white 
sharks. The colorful illustrations put the ocean theme to good use: 
The pictures are cartoony, but the blue and green color palette is 
decorated with realistically colorful shells and seaweed. Only the 
Santa hat and shark-fin–shaped stockings superimpose artificial 
red and white Christmas colors. The text is bouncy, and the end-
matter is informative. While this ephemeral offering is unlikely to 
earn a permanent spot on shelves, it will glean chuckles and inter-
est from a select group of youngsters interested in marine life. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

For readers dying for a shark-themed Christmas book. 
(Picture book. 3-7)
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SANTA IN THE CITY
Jackson, Tiffany D.
Illus. by Brown, Reggie
Dial Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-11025-6  

Deja still believes in Santa, but her friends’ challenges leave 
her with questions.

Deja loves Christmas so much she counts down the days, 
hours, and seconds until it arrives. But the kids at school ask 
her how Santa finds her apartment if she has no chimney and 
insist that no one can live at the North Pole. Carmen says that 
even if Santa existed, “he’d never visit us in the city.” Mommy 
finds Deja weeping in her bedroom, and when Deja asks if Santa 
is real, Mommy sets about showing Deja just how Santa oper-
ates. No chimney? No problem: Santa has magic keys, like the 
superintendent. No parking? That’s OK: Santa parks on the 
roof of the apartment building and takes the stairs. Deja is satis-
fied with Mommy’s explanations, but more and more questions 
keep occurring to her. Finally, when Mommy says she has met 
Santa, Deja gets an idea. She decides to stay up to meet him her-
self and get her questions answered. Predictably, she falls asleep 
on the couch and misses his visit, which is depicted. But Santa 
leaves a note that assures her that “magic really does find a way.” 
This unique Christmas story will speak to many children whose 
lives don’t resemble the typical Christmas picture book featur-
ing single-family homes with lawns and fireplaces. The vibrant 
colors and expressive faces give the illustrations an engaging 
energy. Deja’s family is Black with Jamaican roots, and Santa too 
is Black. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A valuable addition to the holiday shelf. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE ROBIN & THE FIR TREE
Jameson, Jason
Illus. by the author
Templar/Candlewick (64 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-2002-5  

This retelling of a Hans Christian 
Andersen tale follows the fate of a fir tree 
who longs to experience the glimmer of 
the human world. 

One day, in an animal-filled forest, a robin brings red roses 
into the branches of a fir tree. The fir tree is delighted but wishes 
he also could go exploring and see beautiful sights like gardens. 
When a carnival with fireworks is set up close enough for him 
to glimpse from the forest, the fir tree wishes that he could 
go experience it. The robin tells the fir tree about the things 
people build with trees, and the fir tree dreams of becoming a 
part of a boat and traveling the world. Finally, men arrive in the 
forest looking for a tree, and they take the fir tree. They set him 
up in a town, where he is decorated as a Christmas tree. The 
fir tree is elated but soon becomes exhausted and scared. After 
Christmas, he is left in a shed, where the robin is able to say 

goodbye before the tree is destroyed. Like many other Ander-
sen tales, this one is grim. The busy, decorative illustrations 
combine color with a black-and-white drawing style on a cream 
background. Such details as the fir tree’s face (sometimes visible 
on his trunk), elaborate filigree on the robin’s wings and body, 
and green, ratlike mice give them a surreal quality. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

For hardcore fairy-tale fans. (Fairy tale. 5-10)

JUST BE CLAUS
Joosse, Barbara
Illus. by Barnes, Kim
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 15, 2021
978-1-5341-1101-1  

Little Clausie has always been dif-
ferent—but that turns out to be a good 

thing for everyone in town.
When young Clausie is born, he doesn’t look like the other 

babies, and he doesn’t cry. By age 6, Clausie is even more unusual. 
He wears the same red outfit day after day. His laugh is differ-
ent. He is so considerate that he can’t play competitive sports. 
And his dog, Dasher, is very, very big. In Clausie’s “supersecret” 
workshop, he and Grannie make toys and doodads. It’s Gran-
nie who assures him that being different is wonderful: “You’re 
one of a kind!” But Clausie isn’t convinced. When a major snow-
fall closes the roads and the train tracks just before Christmas, 
Clausie worries about all his neighbors who won’t receive their 
gifts from family members far away. Clausie makes a plan. His 
family helps him get ready, and Dasher helps him with deliv-
eries…and the whole town is delighted with what becomes the 
beginning of a tradition. Grannie was right: His differences 
make others happy. With energetic strokes and expressive ges-
tures, Barnes’ illustrations are lively and engaging. The story’s 
sweet message of self-acceptance combines well with the idea 
that Santa could be a legend based on a very thoughtful person. 
Clausie and his family are depicted as White; there is some 
racial diversity among the townspeople and friends.

A refreshing angle on the (very) oft-told tale. (Picture book. 
4-8)

GRAND JETÉ AND ME
Kent, Allegra
Illus. by Glasser, Robin Preiss
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-06-239202-2  

A little girl’s visit with her grand-
mother is filled with dancing from the 

moment the door opens at her New York City apartment. 
A former prima ballerina, Grand Jeté passes her love of 

ballet to her granddaughter as they arabesque to make lunch 
and plié before eating. Then they do their hair and makeup, 
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topping it off with their special holiday outfits. Together they 
visit Grand Jeté’s friends backstage at Lincoln Center. Finally, 
they take their seats and the curtain rises on The Nutcracker. 
Throughout the performance, Grand Jeté fondly remembers 
when she used to dance the role of the Sugar Plum Fairy. When 
the curtain closes, the duo waltzes away, Grand Jeté telling the 
little girl that she too could be a ballerina one day. Written by a 
former prima ballerina, this seasonal book puts the emphasis 
on the grandmother. Although the little girl narrates the story, 
it is Grand Jeté who experiences the emotional arc. The brief 
text moves the story along, only occasionally stumbling dur-
ing transitions. The detailed illustrations, featuring the New 
York City Ballet’s Nutcracker costumes and sets, are joyous and 
bubbly. Although there is a handful of diverse characters in the 
background, nearly all humans present White, including the 
main characters. Families preparing to see The Nutcracker for 
the first time may appreciate the very brief summary of the bal-
let included within the story. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Perhaps best enjoyed by grandmothers. (glossary, author’s 
note) (Picture book. 3-6)

THE THREE LATKES
Kimmel, Eric A.
Illus. by Parker-Thomas, Feronia
Kar-Ben (24 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-54158-891-2
978-1-54158-892-9 paper  

Three potato pancakes each boast that he is the tastiest—to 
a hungry cat. 

The table is set for the first night of Hanukkah as three styl-
ish latkes engage in a bragfest. Made in turn from red potato, 
yellow potato, and gold potato, each claims first place in deli-
ciousness. Red Latke states that vegetable oil gives him a “beau-
tiful color.” Yellow Latke proclaims that frying in schmaltz gives 
the best taste. Gold Latke smugly asserts that “peanut oil is the 
healthiest.” Who will settle this dispute? A very observant cat 
will, and she is no fickle culinary feline. Adding applesauce to 
Red Latke, she gobbles him up. Dipping Yellow Latke in sour 
cream makes him a tasty treat. A “smear” of strawberry jam 
helps the cat devour Gold Latke. And her verdict? Readers will 
have to follow the appended recipe and come to their own tasty 
conclusions. With the concatenation of threes, Kimmel follows 
a traditional European storytelling pattern in this entertaining 
holiday tale for young readers. Parker-Thomas gives each latke 
his own unique identity in addition to the type of potato and 
frying medium. Red Latke sports a baseball cap, Yellow Latke 
a fedora and bow tie, and the healthy Gold Latke a sweatband 
and gold medal. Shredded and fried, they look a lot like fuzz-
balls with eyes, mouths, and pipestem limbs. The cat is suitably 
expressive.

Fry up a batch and relish every morsel. (Picture book. 3-6)

20 BIG TRUCKS IN THE 
MIDDLE OF CHRISTMAS
Lee, Mark
Illus. by Cyrus, Kurt
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$15.49  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-1253-2  

Two children count and name the 
trucks that bring Christmas festivities to the center of their 
town.

First, there is the doughnut truck, which parks on the road 
while the children sled nearby. Next come a snowplow and a 
sander, clearing the road as the children look on. Then comes 
an enormous evergreen tree on a long flatbed. A digger makes 
the hole, and a crane lifts the tree to place it in the hole. More 
and more trucks arrive, bringing decorations, ladders, a band, 
a Christmas village, a generator, Christmas llamas, and more. 
When the star (carried aloft by the boom truck) falls to the 
ground, the children offer a creative solution to top the tree. 
After the Christmas scene is complete, “friends and families” 
sing and dance and enjoy doughnuts and cocoa together. The 
text rhymes lightly, with a rhythm that is not as catchy as it 
could be but effectively carries readers through the story and 
includes the trucks’ names and numbers for a satisfying count-
ing and pointing experience. The clean-lined illustrations have a 
flat feel, but the winter activities and the proportions of people, 
trucks, and tree invite interest in the scenes. The two children 
are White, and there is some diversity among the townspeople; 
notably, Santa, from afar, appears browner than most.

Ideal for truck lovers seeking a holiday fix. (Picture book. 3-7)

A CHRISTMAS TOO BIG
Madden, Colleen
Illus. by the author
Two Lions (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5420-2800-4  

When Kerry needs a break from her 
family’s Christmas overload, she discov-
ers new traditions with her neighbor Mrs. 

Flores.
From the day after Thanksgiving, Kerry’s family goes 

“totally berzerk” with Christmas everything, all the time. 
Christmas lights, Christmas music, Christmas cookies, Christ-
mas elves, Christmas specials on Christmas channels. Over-
whelmed, Kerry goes outside, but there too, her neighbors’ 
huge Christmas displays adorn their snow-covered lawns. 
Except at Mrs. Flores’ house. Kerry greets her—in Spanish—
and helps her with her groceries. Mrs. Flores invites Kerry in 
for cocoa. Kerry notices Mrs. Flores’ small tabletop tree deco-
rated only with paper flowers and accompanied by a photo of a 
family that she learns is in Mexico. Mrs. Flores teaches Kerry 
to make paper flowers. They sing and dance, decorate, and light 
a candle for Mrs. Flores’ family. Then Kerry helps Mrs. Flores 
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contact her family via a new tablet, a gift. Kerry brings new tra-
ditions home, and her mom suggests inviting Mrs. Flores over 
for Christmas dinner. Kerry and family are White; Mrs. Flores 
and family are brown-skinned with curly hair. The illustrations 
use speech bubbles in both English and Spanish to advance the 
story; the art perfectly reflects the overload, relief, and joy that 
Kerry experiences: Busy spreads give way to simpler ones, and a 
refreshing new color scheme is introduced with the paper flow-
ers. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An intergenerational friendship and a busy holiday made 
meaningful set this title apart. (craft) (Picture book. 4-9)

THE NIGHT BEFORE 
CHRISTMAS
Moore, Clement C.
Illus. by Caparo, Antonio Javier
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5344-8445-0  

Following in a hoary tradition, 
another artist sets his work to Moore’s 
classic Christmas poem.

A modern home is the setting for this rendition. A dog 
sleeps curled up in the hallway beside boots, children’s draw-
ings, and a shovel, all backlit by the lights of a Christmas tree. 
A Christmas elf sits on the mantle above the stockings along 
with a portrait of a hooded woman holding a glowing star. The 
White family lies sleeping until the male narrator is awoken by 
the clatter from outdoors. He and the dog rush to the window 
and share the magical moment of spotting Santa driving his 
reindeer. They watch as Santa lands in the fireplace, distributes 
toys, and sits with his pipe and enjoys cookies before shooting 
back up the chimney and flying off into the night. The illustra-
tions use saturated color, sharp lines, and bright highlights for 
an animation-style sheen. Close-ups of Santa depict a round, 
pink-faced, blue-eyed man who will appear jolly to some read-
ers, unsettling to others. With an opening scene that’s familiar 
(to White, middle-class readers) and pets and mice sprinkled 
throughout, this visual tale will delight those who like to pair 
classic texts with more modern settings. Those contemporary 
trappings aside, this book’s sensibilities are in tune with the 
original text’s times. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Cozy fun for the right audience. (Picture book. 4-8)

’TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE 
CHRISTMAS
Moore, Clement C.
Illus. by Lynch, P.J.
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-2285-2  

The classic Christmas poem is set to old-fashioned 
illustrations.

A snow-covered village in tones of blue, with snow still fall-
ing, warm yellow lights glowing, and smoke drifting from brick 
chimneys, centers a snowman smiling up to the sky, where a 
reindeer’s antler pokes onto the page. Each spread illustrates 
a set of rhyming verses set against a white background: the 
mice sleeping, the stockings hung by the chimney, the children 
and mamma, all White, asleep in bed. When “out on the lawn 
/ there arose such a clatter,” a person in a nightcap runs to the 
window, then gapes out at the magical reindeer-led sleigh sev-
eral houses away, lit with small dots of yellow in the blue-toned 
snowy night. A close-up of the reindeer in midair and an active 
Santa (also White) driving them gives way to a bird’s-eye view 
of the reindeer landing on the rooftop of the narrator’s brick 
residence. For four spreads, St. Nicholas is in the house, stuffing 
stockings, smoking his pipe, and winking at the narrator. As he 
flies off with a trail of golden sparkling light, his call of “Happy 
Christmas to all, / and to all a good night!” is set in large italic 
type, and the narrator stands outside with a candle, waving. For 
those who love the poem’s old-fashioned feeling, these illustra-
tions perfectly match the magical, nostalgic tone of the text.

Those who never tire of the iconic text will delight in this 
classy interpretation. (Picture book. 4-9)

’TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE 
CHRISTMAS
Moore, Clement C.
Illus. by Martin, Raquel
Magic Cat (24 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4197-5490-6 
Series: Stories From the Music Box 

Thanks to a windup mechanism, Moore’s holiday poem gets 
a jingly “Deck the Halls” for accompaniment.

To go with the Christmas chestnut, Martin goes for a relent-
lessly classic look with Victorian-style interiors, a tubby White 
Santa in a red suit, White parents in full nightclothes (one hold-
ing a lit candle as she bends over her sleeping urchin), and old-
fashioned toys scattered all about. In a cutout corner a small 
lever is labeled with an invitation to “Wind and Play!”—which 
is easier said than done, as the interior spring is thick enough to 
give even Superman trouble getting past five or six turns. The 
tinkly version of the carol also leaves out the musical repetition 
of the first two lines, so singing along is out, and since it only 
runs about 20 seconds at full speed (slowing down as the spring 
unwinds), it has plenty of time to become monotonous over the 
three or so minutes it takes to read the verses aloud. The music-
box mechanism is housed in a one-inch-thick box affixed to the 
back cover that makes the flimsy pages of the actual book feel 
like an afterthought. Still, parents seeking some gift that doesn’t 
have a screen or require batteries may see some appeal.

No batteries needed, but it’s a stale nonstarter in every 
other way. (Holiday novelty. 5-7)

“Lynch’s illustrations perfectly match the 
magical, nostalgic tone of the text.”

’twas the night before christmas
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’TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE 
CHRISTMAS
Moore, Clement Clarke
Illus. by Mr. Boddington
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-38407-7  

An old Christmas poem is paired with Mr. Boddington’s dis-
tinctive illustration style.

Linear brush strokes, multiple patterns, flat perspectives, 
and blocks of pink distinguish the illustrations accompanying 
this rendition of the familiar Christmas chestnut. The text of 
the poem is set in couplets against bubbles or solid background 
colors. Busy pictures show a brown-skinned family sleeping 
inside a multistory residence set in a small, Christmas-themed 
village, with Santa’s sleigh and reindeer riding above. Elves with 
various skin tones and hair textures assist Santa, who is White, 
with the deliveries. Going down the chimney and inside the 
narrator’s home, the elves explore playfully while Santa finds 
a moment to sit, smoking his pipe and reading the newspaper. 
The perspective of the spreads resembles a view into a doll-
house. Santa’s list of major cities to visit includes Nairobi, Rio, 
Istanbul, Tokyo, and Mumbai, among other destinations, but 
the names on his list of “nice” children (and pets) are notice-
ably and disappointingly not nearly so international in character. 
Text within the illustrations adds details to the story, including 
a nod to Jean-Michel Basquiat on the family’s kitchen bulletin 
board. Santa’s sleigh takes off into the star-studded night sky 
above a zoo filled with active animals in the middle of the red 
and green town. This unexpected combination of old poetry 
with a modern artistic style will find an enthusiastic audience 
in Mr. Boddington’s existing fans and may win the design studio 
new ones as well. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This fresh take on an old text is worth checking out. (Pic-
ture book. 4-9)

THE LEGEND OF THE 
CHRISTMAS WITCH
Murphy, Dan & Plaza, Aubrey
Illus. by Iredale, Julia
Viking (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-35080-5  

An original legend is introduced in 
the familiar style of a fairy tale.

The titular tale has been “forgotten to time,” but Kristtörn 
was once as well known as her long-lost brother, Kristoffer, or 
Santa Claus. Abandoned as infants, the twins are looked after by 
animals in the forest until the day Kristoffer is carried off by a 
well-meaning childless couple, who raise him in a village. Krist-
törn weeps bitterly and is found by a witch, who raises her in the 
forest and teaches her to use her magic, warning her to hide it 
from people, lest she be targeted. When Kristtörn is seen healing 
an animal, a mob forms to find her and burn her. She says goodbye 

to her adopted mother and sets off in search of her brother. After 
a dangerous journey, she ends up at the wrong pole. Learning that 
he travels the world on Christmas Eve, Kristtörn spends years 
searching for him, but when she finds him, they are separated by 
angry townspeople wishing to destroy her. Kristtörn’s temper is 
her downfall, but readers are left to wonder whether her return 
will be vengeful or conciliatory. In a story that pairs the popu-
lar holiday with the pagan background of Yuletide, questions of 
intolerance and human flaws offer interesting layers to ponder 
and discuss. Dark illustrations echo themes of winter nights and 
ancient European villages. All human characters present White. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A well-written and thought-provoking tale. (Picture book. 
4-9)

CHARLOTTE AND THE 
NUTCRACKER 
The True Story of a Girl 
Who Made Ballet History
Nebres, Charlotte with Warren, Sarah
Illus. by Marley, Alea
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-37490-0  

In this true story by a young ballerina of color, Charlotte’s 
magical Christmas season is prolonged when she performs in 
The Nutcracker.

Charlotte Nebres loves ballet, both dancing in class and 
going to the theater to watch the ballet. One night, she sees a 
brown-skinned ballerina on stage, and this helps her imagine 
herself on stage too. In class, she practices and practices, hoping 
to be picked to perform with the New York City Ballet someday. 
She gets better and better, until finally she is called to audition. 
She is cast as Marie, “the hero of the story!” She is surprised to 
learn that she will be the first Black girl to play this role with 
the New York City Ballet, but she hopes other children who see 
her perform will feel as she did: “Welcomed. Beautiful. Ready 
to dance!” Readers watch as Charlotte prepares, debuts, and 
performs her role, then celebrates Christmas with family tradi-
tions from her family’s dual Trinidadian and Filipinx heritage. 
Charlotte feels the magic of the season on stage and at home. 
The illustrations use a variety of perspectives to portray Char-
lotte’s journey as observer, performer, sister, and daughter. The 
emphasis on her persistent practice makes her success espe-
cially gratifying. This satisfying story of inspiration, dedication, 
perseverance, and progress will have readers yearning to see the 
ballet and get into the holiday spirit. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Lovely. (author’s note) (Picture book/memoir. 4-8)
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’TWAS THE SEASON OF 
ADVENT
Devotions and Stories for the 
Christmas Season
Nellist, Glenys
Illus. by Selivanova, Elena
Zonderkidz (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-310-73415-4  

A day-by-day Advent adventure for families to share 
together.

Beginning on Dec. 1 with an introduction to the season of 
Advent and this book, and ending on Dec. 25 with just a short 
rhyme, Nellist’s text familiarizes children with the Christmas 
season and events ranging from Genesis’ “Let there be light” 
and Isaiah’s foretelling the birth of a baby to Mary’s visit with 
Elizabeth and the arrival of the Magi after Jesus’ birth (on Dec. 
21 here). A rhyming verse starts each day’s entry. The meter and 
rhyme sometimes force the word order and choices and, in four 
entries, unfortunately and jarringly reflect the classic poem “A 
Visit From St. Nicholas.” The bulk of each page explains the 
Bible verse that follows the rhyme and humanizes the main 
characters: Joseph’s indecision about marrying a pregnant Mary, 
the job of a shepherd, and the treasure box of memories that 
Mary stored in her heart. The entry ends with a brief prayer: 

“Dear God, thank you for Mary who was so brave and trusted 
you. When I need to be brave, help me remember that you are 
with me.” Depending on their ages, children within a family 
may find some content too simple and some over their heads. 
Jewel-toned illustrations in luminous colors and lots of detail 
fill half of each spread. All the people, save the three Magi, are 
Middle Eastern in skin color, facial features, and dress. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A religious centering amid the run-up to Christmas. (Reli-
gion. 4-10)

MERRY WITCHMAS
Özbay, Petrell Marie & LaBella, Tess
Illus. by Abby, Sonya
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-63592-318-6  

A young witch won’t give up on 
receiving a visit from Santa.

Ginger is a typical witch, except that 
in addition to Halloween, Ginger adores 

Christmas. As soon as Halloween is over, her home is filled with 
the scent of gingerbread skeletons and hot cocoa bubbling in her 
cauldron. She works hard throughout the season to earn a place 
on Santa’s Nice List, but despite her efforts, she never gets a 
visit from Santa. Finally, she writes a special letter to help Santa 
find her. Santa must believe in witches in order to see her home. 
When Santa receives the letter, he is flummoxed. He has never 
heard of Ginger and, quite frankly, didn’t believe witches were 

real, so he never looked for them. But, he figures, if millions of 
children believe in him, he can believe in witches. This Christ-
mas, he brings a special gift along and is astonished to find Gin-
ger’s home right where she indicated on her hand-drawn map. 
Ginger is finally included in the Christmas festivities. Both 
text and pictures are a clever, dizzying mashup of Halloween 
and Christmas motifs, like jack-o’-lanterns topped with Santa 
hats and a flying broom with a red bow. The colorful cartoon-
style illustrations depict Ginger and Santa as White, with some 
diversity among the extra characters (elves and friends). (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Fans of both holidays will find this unusual mix fun and 
engaging. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE MAGICAL 
CHRISTMAS STORE
Powell-Tuck, Maudie
Illus. by Giang, Hoang
Tiger Tales (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-68010-264-2  

Benji’s family can’t afford gifts this 
Christmas, but a magical Christmas Eve shows him that he can 
still bring his family joy.

Benji’s Christmas needs some magic. There isn’t enough 
money for a tree or a turkey. Benji wishes he could buy his fam-
ily gifts to make them happy, but instead he watches the shop-
pers and passes by the shops feeling helpless. But as he turns to 
go home on Christmas Eve, he bumps into a polar bear, who 
is rushing to work. Benji watches the polar bear and is invited 
into a dazzling Magical Christmas Store by penguin doormen. 
The sights and sounds inside the magical store amaze Benji, 
who finds intangible gifts that would delight his family: raucous 
noise for his rambunctious sister, a fancy imaginary hat for his 
grandmother, and a jar of joy for his dad. He worries that he 
can’t afford to buy the gifts, but the currency requested are a 
song and a story. Benji heads home happy with his gifts, but on 
Christmas morning, he worries that they are “terrible.” He gives 
them anyway, and his family feels happy and loved. The topic 
of limited resources during the holiday season is an important 
and refreshing one. This layered story can stand up to repeated 
readings with its exceptional creativity and heart. Boisterous 
illustrations present Benji and his family as Asian; the workers 
in the store are all animals. 

A special treat for the imagination. (Picture book. 4-9)
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THE REAL SANTA 
Redd, Nancy
Illus. by Barlow, Charnelle Pinkney
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-17814-0
978-0-593-17815-7 PLB  

A Black child loves Santa but won-
ders what the “real Santa” looks like. 

Santa’s brown face is all over this family’s home, on tree orna-
ments, gift wrap, and sweaters. When Grandma and Grandpa 
arrive to spend the night on Christmas Eve, Black Santa waves 
from their car window. A collection of Santa figurines adorns 
the mantel. The joyful protagonist adores all his Santas, but his 
parents and grandparents can’t help him figure out which one is 
the real Santa or what the real Santa looks like. The family pre-
pares for Santa’s visit, reads a story together, and says goodnight. 
But the child creeps back downstairs and spends the night 
under the tree, trying to stay awake to see the real Santa. Of 
course, he falls asleep before Santa arrives, but there’s a lovely 
surprise when he is carried off to bed. This heartwarming depic-
tion of a loving Black family experiencing a beloved holiday is 
a delight to behold and is just what many have been waiting 
for. In one spread, every member of the family wears matching 
red pajamas and green socks. The boy’s question about Santa’s 
appearance steers readers through the pages with a feeling of 
curiosity and suspense that is fully rewarded at the end: There’s 
no suspension of disbelief required and just a touch of magic. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

This book should round out every holiday collection. (Pic-
ture book. 3-8)

MY CHRISTMAS WISH 
FOR YOU
Swerling, Lisa
Illus. by Lazar, Ralph
Chronicle Books (60 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4521-8436-4  

Abundant Christmas wishes from 
the narrator to readers drive this simple 

picture book with a small trim size.
The rhyming text introduces the stars on Christmas Eve as 

wishes “come true for those who believe.” Three children, two 
with brown skin and one with beige, and their orange cat look 
out a window together at the sky full of twinkling stars over 
their snow-covered house lined with Christmas lights. Wearing 
what appear to be pajamas, the children then run downstairs 
toward the Christmas tree, with decorations in hand, as the 
text begins to list “a handful [of wishes] that I wish for you.” 
The rhythmic, rhyming phrases, one or two per page, highlight 
Christmas delights like “Christmas tree baubles, gold angels 
and bells,” as well as more-general winter pleasures such as “mit-
tens and snowballs, snow angels and boots.” The three children 

and their cat play outside with neighbors, throwing snowballs 
and sledding down a steep hill, before enjoying hot chocolate, 
singing with community, thinking of Santa, and snuggling up 
with stories in bed. The gifts the characters give one another 
are represented by hearts and stars, with “the joy of giving” as 
one of the narrator’s wishes for readers. The text is a pleasure 
to read, with its emphasis on the joy of experiencing the season 
with loved ones. The scratchy, minimalist illustrations bring just 
enough playful, childish energy to carry one through the quick 
read. The community is multiracial; Santa is White.

Lovely sentiments in a Christmas-card–sized package. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

LARRY’S LATKES
Waldman, Jenna
Illus. by Whitehouse, Ben
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-68115-565-4  

Can a Hanukkah latke be potato-less?
Larry is an alligator with a food 

truck. His customers range from mice 
to moose, and all are eager eaters. Larry 

uses his granny’s recipe but wonders if there is more to a latke 
than potatoes, onions, and matzo meal. Holding his basket, he 
visits a busy farmers market, selecting peppers, tomatillos, and 
pears, among other ingredients—but no potatoes. The culinary 
results are unsuccessful. He continues to pursue a new recipe 
in trial-and-error fashion using the newfound ingredients. It’s 
a catalog of foodie delicacies: leek, Camembert, kale, quince, 
chard, and more. He produces “a soggy mess” and “mushy-
gushy glop.” With failure over the stove about to befall him, 
Larry turns back to the tried-and-true potato, returning to the 
farmers market on a “gator-tater quest.” At last the something-
old, something-new formula achieves success. It’s a Hanukkah 
party for all as his very happy and hungry friends celebrate the 
first night of the holiday with a new twist on a traditional treat. 
The cartoon illustrations are bold and brash, brimming over 
the pages with activity. With more to say about farmers mar-
kets and cooking than Hanukkah (though a short note discusses 
the miracle of the oil), this title gives readers who celebrate the 
holiday the sort of playful, largely secular experience found in 
countless Christmas books. 

Try this different but tasty recipe for latkes. (recipe) (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)
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the real santa
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WHO WILL PULL 
SANTA’S SLEIGH?
Willms, Russ
Illus. by the author
Clarion Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-358-39342-9  

On Santa’s first Christmas deliver-
ing presents, there’s a job opening at the 

North Pole.
Almost everything is all set for Santa’s new gig. The toys 

are made, the new sleigh is painted, and Santa’s new suit looks 
great. With seven days until Christmas Eve, Santa posts a job 
description for sleigh pullers. Scores of animals show up for the 
interviews. Santa gives the top interviewees each a chance to 
show their skills on a test run, driving the sleigh through the air 
and landing it on a roof. Each team of animals has a major flaw, 
but the monkeys are organized and stick the landing. In the 
middle of the book, Santa hires the monkeys and “The End” of 
the story is declared. But then a monkey throws a snowball. The 
ensuing chaos means Santa must find a new team. The dogs? 
They do great. “The absolutely real and final End.” Until a squir-
rel appears, and they dash off after it. With only two days until 
Christmas Eve, there is only one applicant team left. Can the 
reindeer do the job? This imaginative origin story is a humor-
ous survey of the stereotypical traits of different animals. The 
illustrations have a fun meta energy perfect for interactive sto-
rytimes. Santa and the elves are depicted as White, and there’s 
little diversity evident in the names of the children on his list. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A likely crowd pleaser for the preschool set. (Picture book. 
3-6)

RED AND GREEN AND BLUE 
AND WHITE
Wind, Lee
Illus. by Zelinksy, Paul O.
Levine Querido (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-64614-087-9  

Kids teach a valuable lesson about 
community spirit.

A city block is ablaze with red and green lights for Christmas; 
one house glows blue and white for Hanukkah. This is where 
Isaac, a Jewish boy, lives, across the street from best friend 
Teresa, excitedly preparing for Christmas. They love lighting 
up their homes in holiday colors. After an antisemitic bigot 
smashes a window in Isaac’s house, Isaac relights the menorah 
the next night, knowing if his family doesn’t, it means hiding 
their Jewishness, which doesn’t “feel right.” Artistic Teresa sup-
ports Isaac by drawing a menorah, inscribed to her friend, and 
placing the picture in her window. What occurs subsequently is 
a remarkable demonstration of community solidarity for Isaac 
and his family from everyone, including the media. Galvanized 

into defiant action against hate, thousands of townspeople dis-
play menorahs in windows in residences and public buildings. 
This quiet, uplifting tale is inspired by an incident that occurred 
in Billings, Montana, in 1993. Readers will feel heartened at 
children’s power to influence others to stand up for justice and 
defeat vile prejudice. The colorful illustrations, rendered digi-
tally with brushes of the artist’s devising, resemble scratch art. 
Isaac and Teresa are White, and there is some racial diversity 
among the townspeople; one child is depicted in a wheelchair. 
An author’s note provides information about the actual event.

The true meaning of the holiday season shines here. (Pic-
ture book. 5-8) (This review first appeared in our Aug. 15 Fall Preview 
issue.)

THE LITTLE OWL & 
THE BIG TREE
A Christmas Story
Winter, Jonah
Illus. by Winter, Jeanette
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-66590-213-7  

This true story follows a tiny owl 
whose home becomes the Christmas 

tree at Rockefeller Center.
She is a northern saw-whet owl, a nameless wild animal, so tiny 

that “it’s doubtful anybody knew she existed.” She sleeps by day 
and hunts by night, alone and peaceful—until one day the sounds 
of voices and power tools awaken her. Her tree moves. It shakes. It 
falls down. It is wrapped, loaded onto a truck, and driven for hours 
down a noisy highway. When the truck stops, there are new sounds, 
and when the tree is unwrapped, the owl comes out of her hole, tired 
and hungry from three days without food. She is found and brought 
to a wildlife rescue center, where she is nursed back to health. Mean-
while, her tree is decked with lights and put up in New York City. 
The owl is now famous, and she has been named Rockefeller—but of 
course she doesn’t know about that. When she is well, she is released 
into the wild. Jeanette Winter’s signature illustrations center the owl 
and her natural habitat even as the text straddles the human perspec-
tive on the owl’s world in a way that makes each strange to the other. 
This story poses as many questions as it answers, leaving readers to 
discuss and wonder at the relation of wilderness to civilization. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An intriguing episode of colliding worlds. (author’s note) 
(Picture book. 3-8)

“Readers will feel heartened at children’s power to 
influence others to stand up for justice.”

red and green and blue and white
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ALWAYS EVERLY
Wragg, Nate
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-06-298279-7  

A small new tree wonders why she 
isn’t changing colors like the other trees 
in the forest.

Everly sprouts at the edge of the woods in springtime. She 
quickly makes friends with the surrounding trees, fitting in 
nicely. When the other trees start to change, their deep green 
leaves turning yellow and then orange, Everly at first hopes no 
one will notice that she doesn’t change. They all look beauti-
ful, and Everly feels so different. She wishes she could look like 
everyone else. She tries every fix she can think of, but there’s 
no hiding from her reality. As winter settles over the forest, the 
now-gray trees covered in white snow begin to reassure her that 
she is special and beautiful as she is. The White child and dog 
who have been playing, picnicking, and exploring in the fore-
ground throughout the seasons are thrilled with Everly’s new, 
seasonal glow. The bright, childlike illustrations that carry the 
story through the seasons use smiles and dot eyes to give the 
trees personalities. The child and dog offer a fun visual diver-
sion for readers to follow while the tree’s story stretches a bit 
beyond its inherent interest. While the story centers self-accep-
tance more than a particular holiday, the tree lights and Santa 
hat on the final wordless spread do place this in the Christmas 
category. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Cute enough. (Picture book. 3-7)

ONCE UPON A CHRISTMAS
Young, Dawn
Illus. by Anderson, Kenneth
WorthyKids/Ideals (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5460-1391-4  

The Three Bears invite other fairy-
tale characters to a Christmas Eve cel-

ebration and end up with their paws full.
All the Christmas festivities are set up for the guests’ enjoyment, 

but the party quickly becomes a mess. Rapunzel’s hair gets wrapped 
around the tree, and then she stumbles, knocking the wind out of 
Jack Frost, which causes a mighty, destructive gust. The squall is 
so powerful that Santa’s sleigh, in the air over the other side of the 
woods, is pulled to the ground and crashes into Baby Bear Lagoon. 
Sopping wet, Santa goes looking for help, flashlight in hand, and 
finds the Bears’ cottage. He is helping himself to Papa Bear’s clothes 
when he discovers there is a crowd, and they are all happy to come 
to his rescue. Working together, they make a plan and save Santa’s 
sleigh, the presents, and Christmas. Santa stays at the party a while 
before going off to deliver presents. Children familiar with the char-
acters, like the Three Little Pigs and Red Riding Hood, will get a 
kick out of pointing them out in the bright, cartoonlike illustrations, 

which are effective in their storytelling despite being a bit garish. But 
despite nods to the fairy-tale originals, the actual plot is something 
of a bust. Santa is White, and the human and elf characters are fairly 
diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This will be fun for a percentage of preschoolers; that’s 
about it. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE PEOPLE REMEMBER 
Zoboi, Ibi
Illus. by Wise, Loveis
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (64 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-06-291564-1  

A lyrical history of African American 
life that also explicates the seven prin-

ciples of Kwanzaa. 
Opening with Africans from many ethnic groups being ripped 

from their homelands in the midst of births, deaths, storytell-
ing, and other daily occurrences, this immaculately illustrated 
picture book walks through a vast swath of history. This includes 
the Atlantic slave trade, the plight and escape of enslaved people, 
emancipation, northern migration, faith journeys, and more, end-
ing with the Movement for Black Lives. Zoboi’s lyrical free verse, 
with occasional subtle rhymes, always speaks boldly about the lives, 
trials, and successes of African American people. The refrain the 
people remember emphasizes how memories are passed down from 
one generation to the next, be they positive or otherwise. Figures 
like Mami Wata center Africa and the African diaspora—necessary 
for explaining the Kwanzaa principles within the narrative. Wise’s 
humans, somewhat reminiscent of Jacob Lawrence’s, feel big and 
expansive in proportion to their surroundings, representing the 
outsized impact African Americans have had on United States his-
tory and culture, whether acknowledged or not. Rich, deeply satu-
rated illustrations cover every page and show how integral African 
Americans have been to the creation and growth of the arts. Exten-
sive backmatter will ground readers in the facts and spark interest 
for further research. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Zoboi’s poetic retrospective breathes life into Black his-
tory narratives and reverently celebrates Black lives. (author’s 
note, timeline, further reading) (Picture book. 7-adult) (This 
review first appeared in our Aug. 15 Fall Preview issue.)
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young 
adult

ACROSS THE FACE OF 
THE STORM
Adams, Jerome R.
Guernica World Editions (200 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2021
978-1-77183-681-4  

Journalist Adams turns his pen from 
adult nonfiction about Latin America to 
YA fiction grounded in the military his-
tory of the Mexican Revolution.

After 15-year-old Frederick and 17-year-
old Isabel’s mother passes away in Washington, D.C., in 1911, the 
siblings set off for her homeland of Mexico in search of their only 
remaining parent. Their White American father, a professor, has 
gone there to support the revolutionary forces of Pancho Villa, 
who is trying to bring an end to the regime of President Porfirio 
Díaz. On the way, they join up with a traveling band of citizen 
soldiers, a ragtag team who hope to lend support to the revolu-
tionary cause. A series of minor skirmishes escalates on the way 
to the climactic battle along the banks of the Río Bravo. Once 
the violence starts, character development takes a back seat to 
play-by-play descriptions of battles and weaponry. Though the 
main purpose for the teens’ presence in Mexico is to reunite 
with their father, this event comes and goes anticlimactically, 
with the story returning instead to minutiae of military move-
ments. While there is certainly an audience for plot-driven mil-
itary dramas and for engaging fictionalized accounts of Latin 
American history, this title cannot seem to decide whether to 
be a character-driven novel or detailed military history. Second-
ary characters likewise suffer from minimal backstory and char-
acter development.

A novel that vacillates between military history and family 
drama. (Historical fiction. 13-18)

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS
And Claim Them
Amnesty International & Jolie, Angelina & 
Van Bueren, Geraldine
Zest Books/Lerner (288 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-72844-965-4  

Renowned human rights organiza-
tion Amnesty International partners 
with actor and activist Jolie and lawyer 
and children’s rights expert Van Bueren 

to create this detailed look at child rights globally.

THE WOMAN ALL SPIES FEAR by Amy Butler Greenfield ........... 174

THE OTHER TALK by Brendan Kiely ................................................ 177

LITTLE THIEVES by Margaret Owen ............................................... 183

WE LIGHT UP THE SKY by Lilliam Rivera .....................................184

JADE FIRE GOLD by June C.L. Tan .................................................188

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE WOMAN ALL SPIES FEAR
Code Breaker Elizebeth Smith Friedman and Her
Hidden Life
Greenfield, Amy Butler
Random House Studio (336 pp.)
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-12719-3
978-0-593-12720-9 PLB
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This timely book begins with a startling fact: The United 
States is the only one of the United Nations’ 197 members that 
has never ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Readers are then led through the history of child rights while 
also defining the rights every child has from birth. Special 
attention is paid to education access, LGBTQ+ rights, and 
discriminatory policies targeting marginalized groups, with 
examples such as Charlotte Donaldson, who founded the 
Scottish Gypsy Traveller Assembly at age 16, and Zulaikha 
Patel, who at age 13 helped lead a protest against racist poli-
cies at her South African high school. Other profiles of teen 
changemakers, including girls’ education advocate Malala 
Yousafzai, water activist Autumn Peltier (Anishinaabe), and 
Thai environmentalist Khairiyah Rahmanyah, are woven 
throughout. Readers curious about how to create change 
in their communities will appreciate the activism guidance 
describing how to research an issue, persuasively talk about 
your cause, reach out to lawmakers, and organize a protest. 
The wide-ranging text also includes guidance on how to stay 
safe while attending a demonstration, internet safety, and 
what to do when stopped by the police. Black-and-white pho-
tos, lists, and bold headings break up the text and enhance 
readability.

A well-researched, much-needed guide for the next gen-
eration of human rights advocates. (glossary, organizations, 
sources, image credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

SO, THIS IS CHRISTMAS
Andreen, Tracy
Viking (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-35312-7  

A teen returns home for the holidays.
After flaming out at her fancy Con-

necticut boarding school, Finley Brown 
returns to her hometown of Christmas, 
Oklahoma, and is shocked to see things 
aren’t the way she left them. Her home-

town BFF is dating her ex–BF, her mom has skipped town for 
some me time, and her bitter rival is working at her grand-
mother’s inn. The biggest surprise is that her haughty/hotty 
classmate, Arthur, has followed her home with his Christmas-
obsessed aunt in tow, lured under false pretenses to celebrate 
in a town that’s supposed to be dripping with holiday cheer. 
With a little elbow grease and a Christmas miracle, Finley 
might just be able to salvage things and give everyone the great-
est gift of all: love. Finley juggles expectations against reality, 
trying to make the best of a bunch of crummy situations, and 
the round robin of plotlines is slowly fleshed out. The open-
ing chapters are the novel’s weakest: Finley’s self-absorption 
renders the secondary characters as cartoonish and painted 
in broad strokes, particularly Arthur. Fortunately, he and the 
rest get rounded out by the ending, which boasts enough shad-
ing to set the novel apart from the Christmas movie allusions 
that come up at every other turn. The end result is a pleasant 

romance set against a solid character piece. Finley is presumed 
White, and British Arthur is biracial (Indian/White).

A quaint romance that succeeds after an opening stumble. 
(Romance. 14-18)

EVERYTHING WITHIN AND 
IN BETWEEN
Barthelmess, Nikki
HarperTeen (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-297690-1  

A Mexican American girl fights to 
reclaim her culture.

Maria is a high school junior in Santa 
Barbara, California, torn between her 
anger toward her maternal grandmother, 

who denies her any cultural connections to her Mexican ances-
try, and her admiration for this same woman who raised her and 
works tirelessly keeping house for a wealthy family in order to 
give Ri access to more opportunities. Ri’s grandmother wants 
her to assimilate, even discouraging her from learning Spanish, 
exchanging their Catholic church for a Whiter version of Chris-
tianity, and urging her to hang out with the kids she deems good 
influences like her White friend, Brittany. Ri, whose biological 
father was a White American she’s never met, usually obeys her 
grandmother’s wishes—until the day she discovers a letter in 
Spanish from her estranged mother, written two years earlier, 
that upends everything. Ashamed that she had to use an online 
translation tool to understand the letter, Ri switches from 
French to Spanish class to connect with her heritage. There, she 
discovers that her Latinx classmates are not all fluent and she is 
not the only outsider, as she had believed, and that these kids 
whom her friends, guidance counselor, and grandmother had 
warned her against also hold complex relationships with their 
cultural identities. Barthelmess’ story thoughtfully explores 
intergenerational cultural dynamics and racial microaggres-
sions as it follows Ri on her journey of self-discovery.

An honest and engaging narrative. (Fiction. 14-18)

BEND IN THE ROAD
Biren, Sara
Amulet/Abrams (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-4197-4873-8  

A teen rock star returns home to take 
a breather.

Seventeen-year-old Gabe Hudson 
has gotten himself into quite the pickle. 
His second album is trash, his Hol-
lywood girlfriend has gone into rehab, 

and he’s dug himself a financial hole that seems impossible to 
get out of. Gabe retreats to his family’s farm in Minnesota to 
avoid the scrutiny and paparazzi only to discover that he, not 
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his rocker-in-recovery father, has inherited the enterprise. This 
doesn’t sit well with Juniper Blue, the cute country girl who lives 
on the farm with her family and does all the work making sure 
it runs. Worried Gabe will sell the farm, Juniper does her best 
to get close to him, and, wouldn’t you know, these two teens 
who start off at odds end up being just the right person for each 
other. Readers familiar with romance tropes will be able to pre-
dict every bend in the road the book has in store, something 
that would be forgivable with stronger characterization. How-
ever, while the tertiary characters are decently rounded and the 
farmland backdrop is well detailed, the novel suffers from two 
unengaging leads: Gabe and Juniper have little chemistry and 
come across as two self-absorbed teens talking at each other 
and slipping into a relationship because the narrative dictates it. 
There’s no crackle or pop in their shared scenes, just a sense of 
obligation. Gabe and Juniper are presumed White.

A dreary affair. (Fiction. 14-18)

WITHIN THESE 
WICKED WALLS
Blackwood, Lauren
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-78710-1  

A young woman faces internal and 
external demons in the name of love in 
this reimagining of Jane Eyre.

In an alternate Ethiopia, Andromeda 
is a debtera, someone responsible for 

exorcising the Manifestations of the Evil Eye, negative energy 
that brings misfortune. Unlicensed in her field, Andi has diffi-
culty getting regular work. Her new client, Magnus Rochester, 
is potentially her ticket to change, so long as she successfully 
rids his castle of the Evil Eye. As it turns out, her uncertified 
status and consequent desperation to succeed were precisely 
why she was chosen for the job. Andi’s confidence in her abil-
ity to complete her assignment is shaken following the terrify-
ing experiences of her first night, as she discovers why several 
other debtera before her have failed. Her relationship with her 
moody boss starts out frigid but soon thaws and heats up at a 
rapid pace, crossing into intimate, romantic territory. How-
ever, their growing attachment may prove the most dangerous 
part of the job for Andi. Blackwood’s storytelling skills and the 
worldbuilding and fantasy components of the novel will likely 
intrigue readers. The romance, however, while a major focus 
that contains moments of palpable chemistry and connection, 
feels underdeveloped. The staccato pacing reflects the mercu-
rial natures of the protagonist and her love interest but disrupts 
the flow of the story.

A promising debut despite some inconsistencies. (Fantasy. 
14-18)

BLUEBIRD
Cameron, Sharon
Scholastic (464 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-338-35596-3  

The story of two teenagers at the end 
of World War II: one raised by Nazis, the 
other a German immigrant new to the 
United States.

It’s 1946, and Eva is arriving in America, 
a refugee from Germany. The narrative 

then flips to 1945. Sixteen-year-old Inge has been raised a Nazi, her 
doctor father a prominent figure and integral part of the concentra-
tion camps. In the aftermath of the war, Inge realizes the atrocities 
her father and her people were responsible for and vows to atone 
for the murdered innocents. These are postwar young women 
hoping to do right by their complicated pasts, the story alternating 
between their points of view. While the horrors of the Holocaust 
are certainly discussed, the brutal realities of postwar Germany 
and the gray areas between good and evil offer a lesser-seen view of 
World War II. Cameron slowly, delicately weaves these seemingly 
disparate stories into one seamless storyline. As the two merge 
into one, there are twists and turns and plenty of edge-of-your-seat 
moments, even if the pace is a little inconsistent. The grim reali-
ties will stay with readers long beyond the book; the truths shared 
are honest but not gratuitous. All of the main characters are White, 
though African American artist Augusta Savage plays a minor role, 
and some background characters are people of color. 

An important, well-executed work of historical fiction. 
(author’s note) (Historical fiction. 14-18)

ANY SIGN OF LIFE
Carson, Rae
Greenwillow Books (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-269193-4  

High school senior and WNBA 
hopeful Paige wakes up from a coma to 
find herself the only living person in her 
Columbus, Ohio, neighborhood. 

What happens next is not for the 
faint of heart: Dead, decomposing bod-

ies—beginning with Paige’s own family—litter the pages of this 
smart, suspenseful thriller. All Paige knows is that she went to 
bed with the flu one night and woke up six days later, severely 
dehydrated, to a changed world. She learns from a prerecorded 
radio broadcast that the flu that hit Columbus harder than 
usual became a national emergency, but as she works to regain 
her strength and gather supplies, she remembers the corona-
virus pandemic of her childhood and realizes how improbable 
it is that people in multiple cities naturally caught the flu and 
died so quickly. She’s cautiously thrilled to find two other living 
teens: former high school football star Trey, a would-be pre-med 
student, and Tanq, an asexual teen girl who is an artist. Together 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   1 7 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

they set out toward Lake Erie hoping to reach fellow survi-
vors Manny and Wyatt—whose live radio broadcasts promise 
answers—before their unknown enemy finds them. Paige’s 
tenacity is appealing, and her relatable first-person narration 
shines when observing tiny details of her surroundings and mat-
ter-of-factly processing topics like privilege, menstruation, and 
reproductive rights. Trey is Black, and Manny is Puerto Rican; 
all other major characters are White. 

Suspenseful and totally un-put-down-able—with a clear 
opening for a sequel. (Science fiction. 13-18)

PRETTY RUDE FOR A GIRL
Elliott, Rebecca
Peachtree (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-68263-148-5  

Haylah furthers her comedy career 
and deals with romantic and familial 
entanglements.

Set a few months after the events of 
2020’s Pretty Funny for a Girl, this follow-
up continues the adventures of newly 

more confident aspiring stand-up comedian Haylah (who now 
goes by Hay instead of Pig, the fatphobic nickname she had tried 
to reclaim and defuse). The 15-year-old English girl has begun to 
upload snarky comedy bits to YouTube and isn’t quite as insecure 
about her size or looks as she was before. But Hay still faces chal-
lenges: She’s not sure why her boyfriend, Dylan, spends hours 
with her but has yet to kiss her; she’s got mixed feelings about her 
divorced mum’s increasingly serious partner; and her estranged 
father makes a surprise appearance at a gig, and the shock of see-
ing him throws her off stride. Elliott digs deeper into the resid-
ual self-doubt that creeps up, even as Hay feels more assured 
about her worth and talent. There’s still deprecating humor, 
but this time it’s more balanced, and the slow-burn romance is 
thoughtfully (and funnily) described. Hay’s relationship with her 
much-younger brother, Noah, is once again a highlight, and her 
character growth is evident in how she resolves conflict with 
her family and best friends. Most characters are cued as White; 
Dylan is Chinese and implied White.

A charming sequel of self-discovery, first love, and forgive-
ness. (Fiction. 12-18)

A REBEL IN AUSCHWITZ
The True Story of the 
Resistance Hero Who Fought 
the Nazis From Inside the 
Camp
Fairweather, Jack
Scholastic Focus (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-338-68693-7 
Series: Scholastic Focus 

A young readers’ adaptation of The 
Volunteer (2019), about a Polish resistance fighter who infiltrated 
Auschwitz.

At 38, Witold Pilecki was a gentleman farmer, a husband and 
father, and a second lieutenant in the cavalry reserves. Shortly 
after the Nazis invaded Poland, he joined the underground 
resistance movement and accepted a dangerous mission: infil-
trating Auschwitz to learn what was happening behind its walls, 
attempting to create a resistance cell within the camp, then 
staging an escape. Pilecki allowed himself to be captured and 
sent there as a political prisoner. For nearly three years, he expe-
rienced firsthand the horrifying violence inflicted at Auschwitz 
as well as the gnawing hunger and infectious disease that domi-
nated life in the camp. He set about creating resistance cells 
among fellow prisoners he felt he could trust, sending oral mes-
sages via prisoners who were released, in hopes this intelligence 
would reach the Allies and inspire them to action. As Auschwitz 
transformed from a violent prison camp to a death camp target-
ing primarily Jews, Pilecki’s drive to spur an uprising grew more 
urgent. The narrative moves at a fast clip, never pausing or slow-
ing down for readers to process the many horrors described. 
Nevertheless, it represents an important perspective that adds 
yet another layer to what we know about the tragic legacy of 
Auschwitz. Maps and photographs enhance the text.

A valuable account of an ordinary man who made extraor-
dinary sacrifices. (character list, abbreviations, selected bibli-
ography, endnotes, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

29 LOCKS
Garrard, Nicola
HopeRoad (352 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-913109-84-4  

A biracial tween grows into adoles-
cence while coping with poverty, the fos-
ter system, and the lure of the streets.

Donald Samson has grown up quickly 
between his mother’s substance abuse 
and his foster care experiences. Donny is 

the son of a White English mother and a Black father from Saint 
Lucia. His attachment to his single mum makes it difficult for him 
to settle when he is placed with a Nigerian British family. Mama 
Folu is a deeply religious woman who tries to steer her charges 
away from trouble, but tragedy strikes the family. Fifteen-year-old 

“A charming sequel of self-discovery, first love, and forgiveness.”
pretty rude for a girl
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Donny next ends up in a rural area outside London, where he is 
given a work experience position with the Hertfordshire Union 
Canal, becoming fascinated with boats and the water, though he 
intends to seek out his mother when he turns 16 and can assert his 
independence. To help new girlfriend Zoe, a posh White girl, fulfill 
her modeling dreams, Donny takes one of the boats in his care on 
an ill-advised canal trip to London, navigating the 29 locks of the 
Union Canal system. Set in London’s vivid immigrant neighbor-
hoods and a mostly White home counties community, the book’s 
rich descriptions heighten the narrative. Donny is a fully realized 
character with keen observational skills, and the first-person narra-
tive allows readers a clear understanding of his struggles. The sec-
ondary characters add textured layers to the story. 

A powerful coming-of-age story highlighting the expe-
riences of marginalized youth. (glossary, resources, further 
reading) (Fiction. 12-18)

THE WOMAN ALL 
SPIES FEAR 
Code Breaker Elizebeth 
Smith Friedman and Her 
Hidden Life
Greenfield, Amy Butler
Random House Studio (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-12719-3
978-0-593-12720-9 PLB  

This biography of a groundbreaking 
cryptanalyst is entwined with crucial episodes in U.S. history.

Thorough research and accessible, enthusiastic writing create 
a page-turning read as thrilling as a spy novel. The text begins with 
Elizebeth Smith’s childhood: born in Indiana in 1892 to a Civil War 
veteran father and a former teacher mother, both devout Chris-
tians, she was determined to attend college despite her father’s 
opposition. She succeeded, finding her way to Chicago, where a 
library visit led to a research job working for eccentric millionaire 
Col. Fabyan at his estate, Riverbank. There she met a Russian-
born fellow employee, her future husband, William Friedman. 
They eventually comprised Fabyan’s Department of Ciphers and 
married despite both families’ religious objections (William was 
Jewish). Almost unbelievable adventures ensued as the couple 
practiced their craft and plotted their escape from Riverbank’s 
maniacal owner. Elizebeth’s skills enabled the prosecution of 
alcohol-smuggling criminals during Prohibition. The couple’s 
work also saved lives and helped capture spies during both world 
wars. Between the wars, they threw elaborate code-breaking par-
ties. Sadly, they also contended with antisemitism, misogyny, and 
William’s mental health issues; nonetheless, the tone overall is 
compelling and upbeat. Nearly every chapter about this intrepid, 
intelligent, energetic woman ends with a cliffhanger whose prom-
ise is fulfilled in the following one. Elizebeth’s life unfolded against 
a backdrop of some of the 20th century’s most pivotal events, and 
this riveting title is a fine tribute to her accomplishments.

Inspiring, informative, and entertaining. (bibliography, 
notes) (Biography. 12-18)

THE CALL OF ANTARCTICA
Exploring and Protecting 
Earth’s Coldest Continent
Henry, Leilani Raashida
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (128 pp.)
$37.32  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5415-6095-6  

One of the coldest and most remote 
places on Earth is brought into the spot-
light with personal warmth, thrilling his-
tory, and bitter truths.

Henry presents a treasure trove of information about Ant-
arctica as testimony to her late father George W. Gibbs Jr.’s 
impactful legacy as the first Black man to travel there in 1940 
onboard the USS Bear as part of Richard E. Byrd’s expedition 
to establish permanent bases and further explore and map the 
continent. Excerpts from Gibbs’ diary frame stories of other 
intrepid explorers, the extreme challenges of the unique terrain, 
and the evolution of technology and equipment. Still, the story 
of Antarctica is at times unavoidably disheartening, as the same 
anti-Black racism that nearly erased from the history books 
Matthew Henson, a free Black man that played a pivotal role 
in Robert Peary’s famed 1909 expedition to the North Pole, is 
a point of focus here as Henry narrates her father’s own adven-
tures and the historical context surrounding them. Fatal acci-
dents, the mistreatment of wildlife, and negative human-made 
environmental impacts are also covered in this detailed descrip-
tion of the continent and our complicated relationship to it. 
This is an accessible look at the bio- and geo-diversity of our 
planet that focuses on a particular space full of relatively new 
discoveries and with much more still to teach us.

Antarctica is undeniably cool, and this volume makes sure 
we know it. (author’s note, glossary, source notes, bibliography, 
further reading, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-16)

TAHIRA IN BLOOM
Heron, Farah
Skyscape (336 pp.)
$16.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-3037-3  

An aspiring fashion designer in 
Toronto makes the most of an unex-
pected summer opportunity.

Seventeen-year-old Tahira Janmoham-
mad’s dream is to be a fashion designer, 
and she has a plan to make that happen: 

attend an arts high school, establish a social media presence, 
intern with a fashion designer, and get into the Fashion Institute 
of Technology in New York. All is going well until her internship 
with a rising star designer falls through. Fortunately, Tahira’s 
aunt owns a small boutique and offers her a summer job. Unfor-
tunately, it’s in the small town of Bakewell, the self-proclaimed 
flower capital of Ontario. With her best friend coming along, 
Tahira decides it won’t be so bad—until she meets 18-year-old 

“Inspiring, informative, and entertaining.”
the woman all spies fear
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Rowan Johnston, Sharmin Aunty’s rude but handsome nurs-
ery employee neighbor. An exciting opportunity arises when 
Tahira discovers that the floral sculpture competition portion 
of the annual flower festival might be her way in with a famous 
New York City streetwear designer who got his start in floral 
design. But first she must find a way to work with Rowan if she 
has any hope of winning and proving herself. Heron has penned 
an enjoyable coming-of-age romantic comedy. Touching on the 
pressures of social media, discovering your passions, and stay-
ing true to yourself, your morals, and your real friends, the book 
offers readers characters whose feelings and insecurities will 
resonate. Muslim Tahira is of Indian descent; Rowan is Black.

A sweet read filled with fashion, flowers, and romance. 
(Romance. 12-18)

GLORIOUS WRESTLING 
ALLIANCE
Ultimate Championship 
Edition
Hicks, Josh
Illus. by the author
Graphic Universe (112 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-72843-108-6  

When even suplexing people can’t 
cheer you up anymore, what’s an unhappy professional wrestler 
to do?

Cartoonist Hicks delivers an affectionate body slam to the 
world of pro wrestling with this compilation of graphic epi-
sodes chronicling the ups and downs (mostly the latter) of a 
struggling troupe of ring warriors—led by fish-headed veteran 
Great Carp, who’s feeling the existential depression more than 
the pain these days. He’s accompanied by frustrated Miranda 
(“If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em…and then beat ’em to death!”) 
Fury, who secretly adopts a new persona as Hyper Mask so she 
can take on men too; and struggling poet Death Machine (“I 
gaze upon her beauty, her flowing, glistening hair / shimmering 
in the moonlight, like a reflective steel chair”). Great Carp’s 
departure to find himself (and make a fortune selling branded 
vodka and housewares) nearly causes the Glorious Wrestling 
Alliance to founder, but in a properly rousing climax that under-
scores the spectacle’s timeless appeal, he returns in the nick of 
time for a final, torch-passing Ultrabrawl XXVI bout that will 
have sweaty readers pounding their seats and saluting a new 
GWA champion. The art’s cartoon style (not to mention the 
costuming) makes it hard to distinguish racial identities, but 
the cast does show a range of skin tones.

Spine-crushing fun. (Graphic fiction. 14-18)

SURVIVING AMERICAN 
HISTORY
Howard, Max
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$12.90 paper  |  $19.95 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-978595-48-4
978-1-978595-64-4 PLB  

High school student Gabi faces life-
altering changes. 

Gabi finds balance through a robust 
yoga practice, a passion she shares with 

her best friend, Ava. Her world is shattered when Gabi’s mom 
decides to move them from their home in Iowa to Maine to be 
closer to a new boyfriend for whom she has just left Gabi’s dad. 
Gabi, feeling uprooted and angered by the move, says goodbye 
to her school and begrudgingly sets off on the road trip with 
her mom. Soon into their drive, however, Gabi hears reports of 
an active shooter at the school she has just left and learns that 
every single one of her American history classmates has been 
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murdered. She cycles through guilt, grief, outrage, and depres-
sion as she struggles to make sense of the tragedy on top of the 
stresses of her already tumultuous home life. In Maine, Gabi 
strives to find an outlet for her feelings, experimenting with 
self-destructive behavior before returning to her yoga roots 
to find peace and acceptance. Yoga calms both her turbulent 
emotions and her inner critic. Biracial Gabi has Mexican and 
German ancestry; she reflects on stigma surrounding body size 
and her internalized shame, as she used to wish she looked like 
her thin, Mexican paternal grandmother rather than her round-
bodied White mother. This verse novel will grip reluctant read-
ers with drama that is both realistic and emotionally charged.

Difficult topics are artfully explored through swiftly mov-
ing, carefully worded poems. (Verse novel. 14-18)

AS GOOD AS DEAD
Jackson, Holly
Delacorte (464 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-0-593-37985-1 
Series: Good Girl’s Guide to Murder, 3 

Everything comes full circle in this 
trilogy closer.

It’s not easy being Pippa Fitz-Amobi: 
Max Hastings, a teen rapist who was 
found not guilty, is suing her for defama-

tion. She blames herself for the death of local journalist Stanley 
Forbes, who was revealed to be the child of a serial killer, but she 
also feels a kinship with his killer, Charlie Green, who is on the 
run. To cope with her PTSD, Pip takes Xanax purchased from 
drug dealer Luke Eaton, who indirectly supplied the late Andie 
Bell, the subject of her first case. Pip is used to online threats, 
but one message has been appearing again and again: “Who will 
look for you when you’re the one who disappears?” Someone is 
leaving dead pigeons in Pip’s front yard and mysterious chalk 
figures in her driveway, but Detective Hawkins doesn’t believe 
there’s a pattern and refuses to investigate. Research into her 
own stalker leads to an imprisoned serial killer who suppos-
edly confessed, but the connections are striking, and Pip fears 
the police may have the wrong man. This volume centers on a 
psychologically traumatized Pip, whose actions inhabit mor-
ally gray areas till the very end. Her romance with Ravi Singh 
is a much-needed balm, but their love is tragically tested. A par-
ticular strength is the way elements in this novel connect with 
clues from earlier entries. Pip’s mother is cued as White and her 
father, as Black; Ravi is of Indian descent.

Intricately plotted and heart-pounding. (Mystery. 14-18)

UNDER THE IRON BRIDGE
Kacer, Kathy
Second Story Press (216 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-77260-205-0 
Series: A Holocaust Remembrance Book 
for Young Readers 

In the months before Kristallnacht, 
a German teen, hating the Hitler Youth, 
finds a youth club of freedom fighters.

Paul, a White, Christian 15-year-old 
in 1938 Düsseldorf, wishes pretty Analia still went to his school. 
They’ve shared one kiss, and she’s been his friend for years—but 
Analia, like other Jews, is no longer allowed to attend classes. 
Paul still has his best friend, but Harold is increasingly obsessed 
with the Hitler Youth; Paul loathes Adolf Hitler, the Nazis, 
and antisemitism, but what can he do? He still joins the Hit-
ler Youth, because in a world where his own classmates inform 
on their parents to the Gestapo, is there any other way to be 
safe? But is Paul imagining things, or did he hear some brave—
or reckless?—kids singing anti-Hitler songs? In fact Paul has 
discovered the Edelweiss Pirates, a real-life group of teens who 
met illegally across Hitler’s Germany to resist Nazism. Paul 
joins them, running increasingly risky schemes to cause petty 
annoyances for the Nazis, until he sees Analia on Kristallnacht, 
a series of concerted attacks on synagogues and Jewish homes 
and businesses. This leads to a climactic moment in their rela-
tionship. Although the real Pirates were predominately work-
ing class, Paul is the child of two doctors. Though the historical 
danger and torment are muted, this is a tense, exciting adven-
ture about vital resistance. 

An accessible, well-paced story about courageous young 
people resisting the Nazis. (historical note) (Historical fiction. 
12-14)

AS IF ON CUE
Kanter, Marisa
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5344-4580-2  

In an effort to save the school’s arts 
program, Natalie must partner up with 
her longtime rival, Reid.

Natalie Jacobson has always treated 
the theater, specifically writing and 
directing, as a casual pursuit, just for the 

fun of it. She’s afraid to get too invested after seeing the finan-
cial and emotional struggles of her parents: her school band 
director father and burned-out, formerly successful author 
mother. Natalie’s fear that the arts are not a sustainable career 
path is further confirmed after learning about budget cuts that 
eliminate her high school’s drama club—and ruin her chance 
to direct the play she co-wrote with a friend. She combines 
forces with kids from other cancelled arts groups to create a 
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one-night show to convince the school board they made a mis-
take. Amid the planning, Natalie distracts herself with an ongo-
ing prank war with Reid Callahan, her dad’s clarinet protégé. 
But when a prank goes wrong, they’re forced to work together 
on transforming her play into a musical, a process that eventu-
ally exposes their feelings for each other. First-person narration 
alternates between the present-day and the past, revealing the 
origins of Natalie’s rivalry with Reid. Her occasionally rash 
actions can make it difficult to sympathize with her, but overall, 
the sweet romance (and talented theater kids!) will charm read-
ers. Natalie and Reid are White and Jewish, and the novel deftly 
addresses microaggressions and antisemitism; supporting char-
acters have a range of racial and sexual identities. 

Solid entertainment. (Romance. 12-18)

THE OTHER TALK 
Reckoning With Our 
White Privilege
Kiely, Brendan
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-5344-9404-6  

White people don’t need to have 
“The Talk” about how to survive racism—
they need to have a different talk about 
taking responsibility for and trying to 

change it.
Jason Reynolds introduces this informal memoir about 

young adult author Kiely’s experiences of Whiteness, which 
also serves as a call to action for White people to make similar 
reckonings. With humility and feeling, Kiely narrates his grow-
ing understanding of White privilege: that “what we’ve earned 
often comes at the expense of other people not being able to 
earn it as easily.” He mixes pithy anecdotes from his own life 
with trenchant statistics and historical context that make clear 
the huge extent to which people in power have “legalized, insti-
tutionalized, and systematized racism in America.” One section 
lays out all the opportunities Kiely’s White grandfather had 
to build wealth for his family, starting with the GI Bill, along-
side all the ways these opportunities were denied to veterans of 
the Global Majority (a phrase he credits learning from Tiffany 
Jewell’s This Book Is Anti-Racist). His personal stories are equally 
demonstrative: When teenage Kiely was pulled over for reck-
less speeding, the police officer let him off with caring, paternal 
instructions to “go home, be safe, and keep your friends safe.” 
Kiely doesn’t mince words when it comes to accountability, but 
his conversational tone invites readers to grow with him.

Well-executed and long overdue. (author’s note, endnotes, 
bibliography) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

LESSONS IN FUSION
Knazan, Primrose Madayag
Yellow Dog (200 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-77337-068-2  

A cooking competition show gets 
Sarah to more fully explore her cultural 
heritage.

Sixteen-year-old Sarah Dayan-Abad is 
a Winnipeg girl of Ashkenazi Jewish and 
Filipinx descent. She attends a Hebrew 

immersion school and maintains a fusion cooking blog, highlight-
ing the Jewish recipes her late Baba taught her. During the Covid-
19 pandemic, Cyber Chef, a virtual cooking show for food bloggers, 
has become one of her favorites, inspiring her own cooking. When 
Sarah is offered the chance to be a last-minute sub on the show, she 
is told she needs to present more Filipinx recipes on her blog, forc-
ing her to quickly dive into her mother’s Filipinx culture. As she 
learns more, she confronts her mother about abandoning her Fili-
pinx heritage. Looking within herself and at her family’s histories, 
Sarah must learn the true meaning of fusion if she hopes to get far 
in the competition. The central theme in the book around discov-
ering and accepting your own racial and cultural identities—while 
recognizing that other people’s perceptions may be very different 
and not reflect the whole story—is presented very well. The novel 
also depicts problematic ways that race, diversity, and equity are 
handled in a predominately White society, especially within the 
entertainment industry. Unfortunately, the writing feels scattered, 
with many changing viewpoints, locations, and times. Each chap-
ter opens with a fusion recipe from Sarah’s blog, spotlighting Fili-
pinx and Jewish cuisines. 

A solid fusion of food, heritage, and social issues. (Fiction. 
13-18)

THE FALLING GIRLS
Krischer, Hayley
Razorbill/Penguin (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-11414-8  

High school junior Shade joins the 
cheerleading team so she can fly, and 
despite the turmoil that threatens to 
bring her down, she does.

Social outsiders Shade Meyer and best 
friend Jadis Braff are so tight, they can’t 

tell where one begins and the other ends. But one thing they don’t 
agree on is cheer: Jadis doesn’t get why Shade wants to attend pep 
rallies to watch the cheerleaders, but former gymnast Shade wants 
to share in their glory. Unable to resist the pull, she joins the squad, 
which is led by a trio of Chloes. Of the three, it is Chloe Orbach 
who really reigns, sparking a rivalry with Chloe Schmidt. Tensions 
between the girls heighten when Chloe Orbach takes Shade under 
her wing, signaling changes in long-standing relationships. Things 
come to a head at the homecoming dance when Chloe Orbach 

“Kiely doesn’t mince words, but his conversational 
tone invites readers to grow with him.”

the other talk
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Considering how quickly wildfires can consume 
Californian consciousness, it’s no surprise they took 
over Jennifer Lynn Alvarez’s writing process as well.

The author of the tween fantasy trilogy Riders of 
the Realm and The Guardian Herd series knew she 
wanted to write about a group of friends who just 
graduated from high school.

“They have their whole lives ahead of them and 
they’ve worked so hard,” said Alvarez, calling from 
her home in Sonoma County, California. “Then, 
they make this horrible mistake. That’s how it start-
ed when I sat down and started writing. But I didn’t 
know yet what the mistake would be.”

She was hiking at a park near her house in 2019, 
about two years after the Tubbs Fire caused $1.2 bil-
lion in damage to her community, when it hit her: 

“They were going to start a wildfire.”
The result is Lies Like Wildfire (Delacorte Press, 

Sept. 7), a fast-paced page-turner about what hap-
pens when teen friends accidentally start a wildfire 
and how the lies start compounding after you de-
cide not to tell the truth.

Alvarez took a break from working on her next 
project to talk about how much she enjoyed writing 
her first YA thriller. The conversation has been ed-
ited for length and clarity.

The way you write about the wildfire is so vivid 
and detailed, it’s clearly from personal experience. 
How did you decide to make it the backdrop of 
your story?
I have to say this book wrote me.…When it came 
to me that they were going to start a wildfire, the 
whole story took off from there, and I felt like my 
fingers started to tingle and the story just bloomed. 
And as I researched the laws around wildfires, I saw 
that even accidentally starting one is criminal, so I 
knew then the stakes were going to be high enough 
for this group of kids to lie. This was around the 
time of the Varsity Blues scandal as well. There’s all 
this pressure on these teens to graduate, plus felo-
ny charges and feeling despised by your entire town 
and burning down your high school. It was just natu-
ral that they would want to hide this.

These teens are not bad people. They just got 
caught up in a bad situation. Why did you want to 
examine that dynamic?

Karen Perez

WORDS WITH...

Jennifer Lynn Alvarez
The California wildfires form the backdrop to Alvarez’s novel about teens 
reckoning with their actions 
BY GLENN GAMBOA
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It’s like having empathy for people when they make 
mistakes and realizing most people don’t want to do 
bad things. But people do bad things all the time, 
and I like exploring that—getting into the point of 
view of the so-called villain and finding out why they 
take it so far. I do feel like you’re always the hero of 
your own story. You’re trying to save your own life, 
or you’re trying to protect your parents from find-
ing out you burned down your own house. I’m fas-
cinated, technically, by the villain or the antihero in 
stories, trying to figure out what makes them tick.

By showing readers that, what would you like 
them to take away from the story?
You can’t grow unless you face your mistakes. But it’s 
also a cautionary tale. This is what happens when 
you can’t let go and you can’t face the truth. When 
you can’t admit what you did, it’s just one disaster 
after another. 

Is this the start of another series or a stand-alone 
story?
This is a stand-alone. But I do have a second thriller, 
which will also be set in Northern California in a fic-
tional beach town. It’s another teen thriller, but un-
related to this one, coming out next year.

So you’re sticking with teen thrillers for a while.
Honestly, I feel like my attention span is not what it 
used to be since I got a smartphone. I just find that 
thrillers keep me turning the pages because there’s 
a little bit of mystery and suspense. I’ve tried writ-
ing adult books—and I still want to try again—but I 
just have a younger voice as my writing voice. I think 
it’s because I just love a coming-of-age story. Every-
thing’s bigger, brighter, and more intense. When 
you combine real big life experiences with no life 
experience, it’s kind of a perfect storm for learning 
about yourself and growing. It’s about making those 
mistakes but hopefully learning from them, too.

It’s part of the power of reading that so many 
things happen at once. 
What kids would learn if they did slow down and re-
ally curl up with a book is that it is more immersive 
than the smartphone. They are actually in the heads 
of these characters. The more you read, the better 
you get at it, the more it becomes a movie in your 

head. You’re there, and not a passive observer, paint-
ing [the author’s] picture inside your brain. 

It’s a collaboration in a way.
You’re getting all these clues from the writer, but 
you’re filling in all the blanks yourself. So if you want 
to be a creative person, it’s going to help with your 
creativity. It’s going to inspire you, and it’s going to 
sit with you deeper than these videos that you might 
forget a few minutes later. These books can sit with 
you your whole life, and they generally teach you 
things about the world, even if they’re there to en-
tertain you.

Glenn Gamboa is a writer in Brooklyn. Lies Like Wild-
fire was reviewed in the July 15, 2021, issue.
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overdoses and dies. Who gave her the lethal dose? High school 
drama, cliques, jealousy, obsession, the power of friendship, and 
the toxicity of codependence are explored with sensitivity. This 
is all balanced seamlessly against family dynamics, making for an 
unusually complex story. Shade must struggle with her suspicions 
about Jadis’ possible involvement in Chloe Orbach’s death before 
she can determine the real culprit. When she finally sees past the 
irrelevant details, Shade finds herself on solid footing, ready to 
launch herself independently into the world. Everything ties up 
rather neatly but gratifyingly so. Main characters default to White. 

Engrossing. (Thriller. 14-18)

BRIARHEART
Lackey, Mercedes
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7595-5745-1  

A gentle “Sleeping Beauty”–inspired 
tale of teens training to defend a baby 
princess.

Fifteen-year-old Miri, beloved step-
daughter of the king, is freshly in love—with 
her baby sister. As the novel opens, Aurora’s 

christening looms, and any Disney fan will know what’s coming. 
However, this is Miri’s story, and pages of first-person description 
and exposition come before those events. Tirendell, like all king-
doms, has Light and Dark Fae. Dark Fae feed off human misery and 
sadness, but their desire to cause harm for self-benefit is tempered 
by the Rules. The Rules state that they can only act against humans 
under certain conditions, one being that those who have crossed 
them, for example, by failing to invite them to a royal christening, 
are fair game. Miri steps up instinctively at the moment of crisis and 
both deflects the curse and destroys the Dark Fae, which leads to 
the bulk of the novel: an extended and detailed day-to-day journey 
with Miri and her five largely indistinguishable new friends as they 
train in combat and magic to protect Aurora from future threats. 
With limited action and a minimal plot, this story lacks wide appeal 
but is notable for the portrait of deep familial love and respect, while 
the brief, episodic adventures (including talking animals) offer small 
pleasures. All characters are implied to be White.

Sweet, if unremarkable. (Fantasy. 12-14)

THE LAST BEAUTIFUL GIRL
Laurin, Nina
Sourcebooks Fire (352 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-72822-908-9  

A teen’s identity becomes entangled 
with social media fame when she moves 
to a remote mansion with a troubling his-
tory in this thriller.

Sixteen-year-old Isabella is crest-
fallen to leave her Brooklyn home for a 

small town in Massachusetts when her parents take positions at 
a college that includes lodging in an ornate old house that was 
inhabited by Isabella Granger, an artist’s model and muse from 
the early 1900s. An aspiring actor, Isabella is naturally disap-
pointed to not only be leaving her best friend, Eve, but that Eve 
will assume her starring role in the school’s production. How-
ever, her initial feelings of foreboding about the eerie house 
give way to appreciation and more after her new friend, Alexa, 
convinces her to allow her to photograph and post images of 
Isabella in the house dressed in clothing and jewelry left behind 
by Granger that the two girls discover in a hidden storage room. 
Divided into four parts and riffing heavily on The Picture of 
Dorian Gray, this mashup of spiritual possession and obsessive 
social media attention-seeking creates an air of discomfit that is 
lengthily sustained by creepy but obvious jump scares involving 
mirrors, shadowy figures, and unexplored rooms. It’s familiar 
territory and wraps up with quite a few loose ends, though the 
exploration of the psychological allure of going viral is interest-
ing. All main characters read as White.

Atmospheric but predictable; one for die-hard fans of 
haunted-house stories. (Thriller. 13-18)

ON TOP OF GLASS
My Stories as a Queer Girl in 
Figure Skating
Manta, Karina
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-30846-2
978-0-593-30847-9 PLB  

An ice dancer shares her journey 
toward self-discovery and love, offering 
words of encouragement and reflective 

insight on relationships, mental health, and competitive skat-
ing culture.

From the first time Manta set foot on the ice as a small 
child in Arizona, she fell in love with skating, a love that awoke 
her ambition to excel in the sport. Beginning with a comfort-
ing spoiler—a promise of a happy ending for an untethered, 
Uruguayan American, bisexual girl longing to find herself—
Manta glides through the narrative of her competitive career, 
from adolescent figure skating to ice dancing for Team USA. 
Along the way, she visits memories that reveal her struggles 
with self-worth, intrusive anxiety, and friendship. Connec-
tion and community empower her to keep seeking herself and 
offer sweet dreams for a better future. Often speaking directly 
to her readers, Manta guides the conversational flow of her 
prose with honesty and gentleness. When she transitions into 
stories about her eating disorder, she pauses to give a tender 
warning and express understanding. Her exploration of sexu-
ality validates the experiences of questioning and searching 
that expand beyond an isolated moment of coming out. At the 
same time, she holds herself accountable for her treatment of 
others. Similarly, as she questions and challenges the exclusiv-
ity of her sport, Manta acknowledges her own participation 

“Resolute and hopeful, this memoir swells with emotion.”
on top of glass
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in these dynamics. Resolute and hopeful, this memoir swells 
with emotion. 

Raw, kind, and close to the heart. (Memoir. 12-18)

THE HOLIDAY SWITCH
Marcelo, Tif
Underlined (272 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-37955-4  

Filipino American high school senior 
Lila Santos likes structure, checklists, 
and following the rules—and all this has 
worked well for her so far. 

She’s been accepted to Syracuse Uni-
versity, her dream school, after all, but 

there is one rule Lila doesn’t follow. Defying her parents’ ban on 
social media, which stems from a traumatic doxxing incident, 
she secretly runs a book review blog. With winter break around 
the corner, Lila hopes to work additional shifts at her small 
New York town’s popular holiday destination, the Bookworm 
Inn. Her hopes are dashed, however, when the boss’s nephew, 
good-looking Filipino American college freshman Teddy Rivera, 
arrives and takes the hours she wanted. Despite her great 
annoyance, Lila agrees to train him—and quickly finds out he is 
her polar opposite. When they accidentally switch phones, Lila 
learns she isn’t the only one with a secret. A friendship blossoms 
as they confide in one another, challenge each other to face their 
fears, and maybe even take a risk on love. The author balances 
realistic, culturally textured depictions of Filipino American 
family life with a fluffy, feel-good love story. Some of the dia-
logue is saccharine and may not feel authentic to contemporary 
teen readers, but overall, this is a delightful, lighthearted rom-
com about two young people discovering that it’s not too late to 
choose a different path.

Charming and romantic. (Romance. 14-18)

SWAY WITH ME
Masood, Syed M.
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-316-49241-6  

Arsalan Nizami is looking for love.
Seventeen-year-old Arsalan has a 

lot to consider: Apart from contemplat-
ing an arranged marriage, he’s integrat-
ing into a public high school after being 
home-schooled and is suddenly meeting 

peers who use 21st-century references in their conversations, 
a big change from his etymology-obsessed great-grandfather 
Nana’s passion for Old English. The Sacramento teen is also 
looking for a rishta aunty, hoping a matchmaker can secure his 
future before his 100-year-old Nana passes away. Having lost 
his mother in a car accident two years ago, and not being on 

good terms with his abusive, alcoholic, absentee father, Arsalan 
is alone with Nana as his only real family. Enter Beenish “Beans” 
Siraj, his free spirit of a classmate who is also Muslim and Paki-
stani American. Beans has a proposal for Arsalan. If he helps her 
out by being her dance partner, part of a special plan she has to 
disrupt her sister’s wedding, she will set him up with dates in 
exchange. Masood has crafted each of his characters with care, 
using them to explore topics such as grief, domestic violence, 
divorce, addiction, and religious differences. Despite the seri-
ousness of these subjects, Arsalan’s hapless, earnest, and socially 
naïve narration adds humor and lightness to this story of find-
ing your place in the world despite feeling like a misfit. 

An evocative, charming tale of two types of families, the 
one you are born into and the one you choose. (Fiction. 13-18)

BAD GIRLS NEVER SAY DIE
Mathieu, Jennifer
Roaring Brook (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-23258-8  

For “bad girls,” hell can be a place on 
Earth.

In Houston in the early ’60s, girls 
only seem to have two choices: be a good 
girl and get married or be a bad girl and 
live your life. Fifteen-year-old Evie, from 

a working-class White family, became a bad girl after her sister’s 
shotgun wedding took her away from home. Mexican Ameri-
can neighbor Juanita, who smokes, drinks, wears intense eye 
makeup, and runs with the tough crowd, takes Evie under her 
wing, but despite the loyalty of this new sisterhood, Evie often 
feels uncertain of her place. When a rich girl from the wealthy 
part of town named Diane saves Evie from assault by killing the 
attacker, Evie finds a new friend and, through that friendship, 
discovers her own courage. This work borrows a few recogniz-
able beats from S.E. Hinton’s 1967 classic, The Outsiders—class 
tensions, friendship, death, and a first-person narrative that 
frequently employs the word tuff—but with a gender-swapped 
spin. Overall, the novel would have benefited from a stronger 
evocation of the setting. During an era of societal upheaval, 
Evie struggles to reconcile her frustration at the limited roles 
defined for her and her friends, with many moments of under-
standing and reflection that will resonate with modern readers’ 
sensibilities—although sadly she still victim blames herself for 
the attempted assault.

Stronger books may exist about the 1960s, but female 
friendship tales never go out of style. (author’s note, resources) 
(Historical fiction. 12-15)
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FERRYMAN
McFall, Claire
Walker US/Candlewick (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-1845-9  

In the wasteland between life and 
death, Scottish teen Dylan falls in love 
with her ferryman. 

On her way from Glasgow to Aber-
deen to meet her estranged father for 
the first time, Dylan’s train crashes in a 

tunnel. Dazed, she emerges, expecting to find ambulances and 
other survivors—but the only person she sees is Tristan, a sol-
emn teenage boy who insists she follow him. They walk across 
rolling hills, staying in abandoned cottages at night until an 
attack by shadowy wraiths forces Tristan to reveal the truth: 
Dylan died in the crash, and Tristan is there to shepherd her 
across the land between life and death. Dylan inevitably falls 
for him but knows that at the end of the journey she’s sup-
posed to move on, while he must remain to ferry another soul 
across the wasteland. Yet she’s determined to find a way for 
them to be together. The narrative’s close third-person per-
spective mainly centers on Dylan but occasionally alternates 
to Tristan, revealing that he’s just as smitten as she is. Unfor-
tunately, their chemistry falls flat, and the characters feel 
uninspired. Despite an intriguing premise, the first half of the 
story is bogged down in their repetitive journey between safe 
houses, and the worldbuilding is slow to come together. Main 
characters default to White.

May please some readers hoping to escape into an other-
worldly romance. (Fantasy romance. 12-16)

FLY BY NIGHT
O’Connor, Tara
Illus. by the author
Random House Graphic (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $27.99 PLB  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-12530-4
978-1-984852-61-8 PLB  

Will a teen be able to find her miss-
ing sister and save a local forest from 
development?

Eighteen-year-old Dee Ramirez’s twin 
sister, Beth, is missing. For the last six years, the girls have lived 
separately and grown distant—Dee moved out with her police 
officer father, while Beth remained with their mother. With Beth’s 
disappearance, Dee and her father are back in the family home, 
and Dee is attending Beth’s school and learning as much as she 
can about her life. As Dee tries to piece together clues about 
Beth’s disappearance, she also becomes invested in a cause 
Beth cared deeply about: fighting against the Redline Central 
Gas Company, a shady corporation determined to run a pipe-
line through the pristine pinelands Beth loved. With her best 
friend, Tobi, and Beth’s boyfriend, Lucas, Dee explores the 

pinelands, positive that clues to her sister’s fate must be out 
there. In a sharp supernatural twist, Dee encounters something 
otherworldly in the woods that she cannot explain but feels can 
help. Drawing upon a mix of contemporary environmentalism 
and paranormal mystery and populated with a believable cast 
of characters, this genre-defying thrill ride will appeal to a wide 
audience. The resolution may leave a bit to be desired, but the 
journey is filled with edge-of-your-seat creepiness. O’Connor 
positively portrays characters of diverse body shapes and 
sizes; Dee and her family’s surname cues them as Latinx. Lucas 
appears White, and the supporting cast is multiracial.

A buzzworthy eco-thriller. (Graphic thriller. 13-17)

PUNCHING BAG
Ogle, Rex
Norton Young Readers (224 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-324-01623-6  

The author of Free Lunch (2019) con-
tinues his account of an abusive child-
hood into adolescence.

Reassuring readers in similar situa-
tions in the notes he places fore and aft 
that he survived, and they can too, Ogle 

focuses here on his home life. Beginning with a flashback to age 
7 when he came back from a long stay with grandparents to the 
news that he would have had a baby sister, but she was dead and 
it was his fault, he chronicles in explicit detail high school years 
of screaming matches and vicious beat downs by both his wildly 
unstable Mexican American mom and alcoholic White stepfa-
ther between times when they beat on each other. The little sis-
ter he never had (stillborn, it turns out, after a typically brutal 
parental argument) plays a continuing role in his story, as both 
a source of crushing guilt, no less devastating for being unde-
served, and a ghostly presence who helps him control his own 
tendency toward outbursts of rage. What emerges in the wake 
of all the bruises, blood, vomit, denial, and psychological batter-
ing is less a feeling of relief that Ogle succeeded in becoming an 
independent adult, than a sense that, despite the hopeful end-
ing and his speaking of letting go and moving on, his personal 
journey takes a back seat here to an indictment of the irrecover-
ably broken grown-ups charged with raising him. 

Grim reading, with reassurance just the barest glimmer in 
a nightmarish landscape. (resources) (Memoir. 14-18)
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LITTLE THIEVES 
Owen, Margaret
Henry Holt (512 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-19190-8  

Part heist, part heart-wrenching 
coming-of-age novel, this is a new take 
on “The Goose Girl.”

An incorrigible thief, 17-year-old 
Vanja Schmidt’s biggest theft was her 
mistress’s life. Displacing Kör-prinzessin 

Gisele, soon-to-be Markgräfinvon Reigenbach, after arriving in 
Bóern, Vanja has been masquerading as both Gisele and Greta, 
the maid, using her newfound access to steal from the elite as 
the Pfennigeist (Penny Phantom). Sick of being a servant and 
repeatedly abandoned—first by her mother, then by her adop-
tive goddess godmothers, Death and Fortune—Vanja’s saving up 
for her escape from the Blessed Empire of Almandy, hoping to 
outrun Gisele, her thefts, the law, and the gods. Revenge against 
abusive aristocrats is a bonus. But the stakes rise, the countdown 
starts, and tension builds as a goddess curses Vanja, the zealous 
young investigator Junior Prefect Emeric Conrad arrives, and 
the predatory margrave Adalbrecht returns from battle to rush 
Gisele into marriage. Irreverent toward immortals and fiercely 
independent, Vanja must make alliances, apologies, and amends 
if she wants to survive. Romantic entanglements and malevo-
lent magic complicate matters further. In this vaguely early 
modern Germanic setting, Vanja and many characters read as 
White. Pivoting from her innovative Merciful Crow series to 
retell an often revisited fairy tale, Owen delivers a cynical, sar-
castic, devious, damaged, and self-aware antihero, a climactic 
crime caper, and a twisty legal-political thriller. 

A lush and lively adventure replete with romance, revenge, 
and robbery. (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE ROT
Pettersen, Siri
Trans. by Mackie, Siân & Garrett, Paul 
Russell
Arctis Books (512 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64690-001-5 
Series: The Raven Rings, 2 

This sequel to Odin’s Child (2021), the 
second entry in an epic fantasy trilogy 
translated from the Norwegian, sees its 

characters facing even bigger challenges.
When Hirka crossed the gateway into the unknown with 

only her raven, Kuro, by her side, she hoped to finally find a 
place where she belonged. But after months stranded in the 
mightless human world of contemporary York, England, Hirka 
finds that there is a new threat to her life—and to the world 
she left behind. Back in Ym, Rime is the new Ravenbearer in 
a world with shattered religious and political foundations after 

the life-changing revelations of the previous book—but all 
Rime can think about is the promise he made Hirka that he 
would find her. Ultimately both Hirka and Rime come to real-
ize that they stand at the cusp of a conflict 1,000 years in the 
making. Their continuing saga takes place within an intricate 
fantasy world that explores the history and mythology of Ym 
and introduces a connection to the human world in unexpected 
and intriguing ways. Despite repetitive beats, the series finds its 
rhythm with the introduction of new worldbuilding elements 
and fascinating characters while deftly showcasing its main 
characters’ ongoing tale of belonging, forgiveness, and sacrifice. 
The main characters are all White; a few secondary characters 
are dark-skinned. 

An absorbing book that sets the ground for a promising 
finale. (glossary) (Fantasy. 16-adult)

EVELYN HOOKER AND THE 
FAIRY PROJECT
Pitman, Gayle E.
Illus. by Green, Sarah
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-4338-3047-1  

A true story of true allyship.
This straightforward historical retell-

ing follows the life of Evelyn Hooker, a 
straight White woman born in Nebraska in 1907, her studies and 
career in psychology, and the impact of her work to depatholo-
gize homosexuality. Some detours explain antisemitism and 
Hitler’s Germany (Hooker was staying with a Jewish fam-
ily in Berlin at the time), the cultural context of tuberculosis, 
and advances in feminism predominantly benefitting White 
women. Hooker’s pioneering research at UCLA was pivotal in 
the American Psychiatric Association’s 1973 decision to remove 
homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders. The story is often interrupted by a variety 
of poetic forms, ranging from found poems to limericks to a 
sonnet, which distract more than they engage. A helpful note 
at the beginning of this book reminds readers that, “Language 
is fluid, and the terminology used to describe sexual orientation 
has evolved over time to be more specific and respectful,” but 
given the era and the events described, the work uses “labels 
like ‘homosexual’ and ‘homosexuality’ in a historical context, 
and refers mostly to ‘gay people’ or ‘gay men,’ rather than the 
diverse array of identities we appreciate today.” On the whole, 
this offers helpful material for young researchers and audiences 
curious about LGBTQ+ history. Spot art and floral page decora-
tions appear throughout.

Offers interesting information on a lesser-known hero. 
(timeline, discussion questions, ally guide, suggested reading, 
other resources, endnotes) (Nonfiction. 12-15)

“Lush and lively.”
little thieves
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DELVER
Reed, M.K. & Trotman, C. Spike
Illus. by Hawken, Clive
Dark Horse (144 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-50672-452-2  

A 15-year-old girl and her small village 
experience sudden change when a myste-
rious door appears.

The village of Oddgoat was always 
a bit strange, but it was a simple place 

with a tightknit community. That is until the residents discover 
that a door to Dungeon—a place of magic and never-ending 
change—has opened in one of their coldhouses, creating fric-
tion in the community regarding their options. Before they can 
decide anything, two Delvers explode from the underground 
realm, narrowly escaping one of Dungeon’s terrifying magical 
beasts. The Delvers share stories of magical escapades and the 
riches available to those who succeed. Soon the village sees an 
increase in visitors, all interested in access to Dungeon. While 
this initially seems like a boon for the villagers, they quickly real-
ize how these newcomers have changed the land they’ve known 
for generations. Merit, a determined, impulsive teen girl, risks 
everything for a chance at the wealth the Delvers possess, a 
move that could end up costing her more than she planned. The 
colors are primarily darker earth tones, giving more weight to 
the heavy linework that fits the overall mood of the characters 
watching their home being overrun. Readers who enjoy moder-
ate worldbuilding and who can push through the initial disori-
entation may find this an intriguing story exploring themes of 
gentrification. Most Oddgoat residents are Black; Delvers are 
of varying human ethnicities as well as fantasy species. 

A slow-burning adventure with social themes. (map) 
(Graphic fantasy. 13-18)

WE LIGHT UP THE SKY 
Rivera, Lilliam
Bloomsbury (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5476-0376-3  

Three teenagers in Los Angeles 
find themselves on the brink of an alien 
invasion.

At Fairfax High, Pedro, Luna, and 
Rafa are not friends. Pedro is a loud, 
flashy dresser and a social media influ-

encer whose sharp tongue conceals the pain he experiences 
from his harshly critical uncle. Luna rides high on the social 
ladder, but beneath her popularity she is saddled with penetrat-
ing grief from the death of her beloved cousin, Tasha, to Covid-
19 two years prior. Rafa is a quiet outsider, fiercely focused on 
protecting his family—especially his little sister, Mónica—and 
currently living in a tent under the highway. This unlikely trio 
comes together to solve the puzzling appearance of a strange 

teenage girl who looks exactly like Tasha. Rivera offers an eerie, 
immersive page-turner that immediately grips readers in large 
part because of her skilled characterization that adds emotional 
richness to an engaging extraterrestrial mystery. The bond that 
develops between Pedro, Luna, and Rafa reflects the ways that 
humanity can come to the fore even when faced with the most 
terrifying of dangers. The inclusion of the coronavirus pan-
demic, Black Lives Matter protests, and the distrust of com-
munities of color toward the police paints just the right social 
context for the lives of these near-contemporary Southern Cali-
fornia teens. Characters are cued as Latinx.

An engrossing and exceptionally relevant pre-apocalyptic 
tale that begs for a sequel. (Science fiction. 13-18)

ROBIN HOOD
The Shadows of Sherwood 
Forest
Roehrig, Tilman
Trans. by Latsch, Oliver
Arctis Books (350 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-64690-007-7  

A retelling of the old legend from 
Little John’s perspective.

Written with readers who delight in 
hefty, classic adventure tales in mind, this version draws com-
prehensively from both medieval sources and standard later edi-
tions like Paul Creswick’s Robin Hood (1917) to include the major 
exploits of Robert Loxley’s outlaw career up to his death, with 
a teeming cast of familiar characters from King Richard the 
Lionheart to young Much parading through. The prose, trans-
lated from the German, is more formal than faux antique, being 
free of -iths, -eths, and forsooths. At times it even has a modern 
cast, although dwarf is frequently used to insult John. Robin 
Hood himself comes off as the usual sly lover of games and jests, 
driven both by touchy pride and a strong streak of rob-from-
the-rich-and-give-to-the-poor idealism, but his Merry Men are 
renamed the more serious sounding Brotherhood of Freemen, 
and Roehrig likewise mildly tweaks some of the other classic 
characters—notably Marian, who starts off as a child struck 
temporarily mute after witnessing the murder of her mother 
and ends up as a strong-willed young lady able to ride a horse, 
wield weapons, play a lute, and, finally, set her wimple on a pro-
spective husband. Aside from a friendly Jewish merchant, the 
cast is uniformly Christian and White in presentation. 

An epic and accessible adaptation. (Adventure. 13-18)

“An engrossing and exceptionally relevant pre-apocalyptic tale.”
we light up the sky
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SICK GIRL SECRETS
Russell, Anna
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$12.90 paper  |  $19.95 PLB  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-978595-45-3
978-1-978595-63-7 PLB  

In free verse, a girl explores the social 
dislocation of an Ehlers-Danlos syn-
drome diagnosis.

Sixteen-year-old Natalie has missed 
tons of school since her surgeries. 

Nobody at school knows about her diagnosis, but nobody can 
miss that much school without starting rumors. But though she 
wants to remain invisible and unnoticed, that will be impos-
sible when she’s going from class to class in her new motor-
ized wheelchair. Luckily Natalie has an unexpected ally in her 
quest to be a “normal” girl. After the school principal denies her 
the necessary accommodations, Natalie grits her teeth, hides 
her wheelchair every day, and pretends to be “normal.” It’s not 
until she meets Riley, a wheelchair-using classmate, that Nata-
lie begins to be open to visibility. Her friendship with Riley 
has its ups and downs, as Riley, a passionate disability activist, 
doesn’t have much patience for Natalie’s internalized ableism. 
Fairly pedestrian verse does no harm to Natalie’s journey from 
self-loathing to enthusiastic and joyful action. The real villain 
to defeat isn’t the cartoonishly petty school administrator, it’s 
internalized shame. Natalie only mentions the skin color of 
non-White people, reinforcing the White default for her and 
other characters; Riley has brown skin. 

Learning to love her whole disabled self is the greatest 
challenge for the protagonist of this novel. (Verse novel. 12-16)

LUMINOUS
Rutherford, Mara
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-335-40565-4

A young witch searches for her true 
identity while battling sinister magical 
forces.

Liora Duval is a young mage whose 
distinctive glowing skin makes her a 
target for evil forces. She lives with her 

father and sisters on the outskirts of Sylvan, an old village in 
the magical land of Antalla; her mother was killed by a fall-
ing star. Liora knows that her magic is a liability and tries to 
hide it most of the time. However, she is ignorant of her true 
powers. After the powerful warlock Lord Darius invites Liora’s 
little sister, Mina, to his palace, where he uses her and other 
mages for his own nefarious ends, Liora becomes an appren-
tice to the witch Margana. She helps her weave magical tapes-
tries that come to life when the final knot is tied. Events take 
a dark turn when Liora and Evran, Margana’s son and Liora’s 
childhood love, become trapped in a dark tapestry landscape 

full of scary creatures. The two must struggle to escape. The 
tone of the narrative is overwhelmingly threatening, at times 
hinting at violence. Overall, a lack of plot development and the 
sometimes-meandering pace of the narrative may cause readers 
to lose interest along the way. All characters present White.

Only the most determined fantasy aficionados will see this 
through to the end. (map) (Fantasy. 12-16)

THE HOLLOW HEART
Rutkoski, Marie
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 14, 2021
978-0-374-31384-5 
Series: Forgotten Gods, 2 

A new (and improved?) Nirrim set-
tles in as queen in this follow-up to The 
Midnight Lie (2020).

The book opens with a brief recap 
of events in the previous volume: Nir-

rim traded her heart to the God of Thieves in exchange for 
lost knowledge and is still distraught over parting ways with 
her lover, Sid. Thanks to her transaction, the Half Kith, the 
oppressed people of Ethin, have recovered their memories of 
the truth about their island and regained the magic that the 
High Kith rulers had been siphoning from them. Nirrim, now 
without a heart, even more powerful, and seeking revenge, 
begins a violent onslaught against the High Kith and positions 
herself as queen. Meanwhile, readers are gifted chapters from 
Sid’s perspective, allowing the cocky, pressured heir of Herran a 
chance to relate her own struggles as her mother lies ill, possibly 
from poison. The sweet, hesitant heroine of the first installa-
tion is gone as Nirrim descends further into cruelty and violence, 
while Rutkoski exquisitely fleshes out Sid’s character and the 
nation of Herran, gently tackling themes of colonization and its 
legacy all the while. The elegant prose makes this a pleasurable 
read that will keep readers engrossed. In this world, characters 
are diverse in their appearances: Nirrim has black hair, green 
eyes, and brown skin; pale-skinned Sid has blond hair.

A heart-wrenching, deftly executed end to this duology. 
(Fantasy. 14-18)

JUST ASH
Santana, Sol
Carolrhoda (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5415-9924-6  

When an intersex teen’s life turns 
upside down, he fights against his abu-
sive family for his right to autonomy.

Growing up in Salem, Massachusetts, 
a town famous for its history of executing 
witches, White 16-year-old Ash Bishop 

knows the violent cost of being different. He’s witnessed the 
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discrimination Michelle, his Black best friend, experiences 
as well as the estrangement between his parents and lesbian 
older sister. When Ash gets his period in the middle of soccer 
practice, his control is ripped away from him as his mom tries 
to force him to live as a girl. Due to his own upbringing and 
wider societal stigma, Ash begins his journey with shame and 
no awareness of the diversity of experiences of intersex people. 
Connecting with a community contributes significantly to his 
character growth. At times, his concept of gender essential-
izes behavior based on an opposing binary of how he believes 
boys and girls act. Until late in the book, Ash has few affirm-
ing advocates except Michelle, whose parents send her away to 
Christian conversion therapy camp because of her developing 
romantic relationship with Ash. Despite the high intensity of 
the abuse and violence, the story resolves on a positive note 
with support for both young people. Ultimately, this title offers 
frank education about intersex people and representation for 
an underrepresented group. 

Harrowing but hopeful. (author’s note, discussion ques-
tions) (Fiction. 14-18)

I’M DREAMING OF A WYATT 
CHRISTMAS
Schmidt, Tiffany 
Amulet/Abrams (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4197-5401-2  

A young dancer struggles with chal-
lenges in her career and her life.

Pennsylvania high school fresh-
man Noelle Partridge lost her mother 
six years ago; she lives with her distant, 

workaholic father. Noelle relishes all the trappings of a tradi-
tional Christmas, one highlight being dancing in The Nutcracker, 
but this year Noelle’s mom-inspired Christmas extravaganza is 
feeling stale. Then she’s invited to spend the holidays on a ski 
trip with her favorite family to babysit for. Enter love interest 
Wyatt Kahale, an accomplished 15-year-old ballet dancer and 
hunky heartthrob, who arrives unannounced at his family’s lux-
urious Vermont cabin. Wyatt, whom Noelle has long crushed 
on from afar via family photos and online dance videos, attends 
the high-end ballet academy where Noelle has been offered an 
audition. But while she dreams of attending, he’s thinking of 
dropping out, defying his pushy mother and hoping for more 
time with his dad and half siblings. The complicated chemistry 
between Noelle and Wyatt, and between Noelle and the Kahale 
family, is well drawn. Noelle’s anxieties and embarrassment over 
the situations she encounters are funny, relatable, and help to 
drive home the ultimate message of the story—that embracing 
the unpredictable and appreciating one’s friends are the most 
important things in life. Each chapter opens with a babysit-
ting tip from Noelle. Mr. Kahale and Wyatt are cued as Native 
Hawaiian; Mrs. Kahale and Noelle read as White.

A sweet, charming story about navigating life’s changes. 
(Romance. 12-16)

WHERE THERE’S A WHISK
Schmitt, Sarah J.
Running Press Teens (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7624-9681-5  

A teen reality television cooking 
competition has as much drama off cam-
era as on.

Peyton Sinclaire leaves small-town 
Florida for New York City to compete 
on Top Teen Chef. At stake is the chance to 

win a full-ride scholarship to the American Culinary Institute, 
and Peyton plans on using her baking skills to win the top spot. 
As with any reality show, the castmates eventually realize that 
what people see on screen is largely manufactured and that they 
have roles to play. The cast is diverse, including competitors who 
are Black, Hawaiian, and of Cuban, Italian, and Indian descent—
along with Peyton, a White girl who lives in a trailer park. The 
contestants openly acknowledge that they are being prompted 
by the producers to fulfill stereotypical roles, but unfortunately 
the characterization is thin, not going much beyond their sur-
face characteristics. Fans of cooking shows will enjoy the chal-
lenges that come with a good dose of accessible foodie lingo. 
However, rather like the reality TV genre it’s describing, much 
of the plot lacks substance; there’s not a lot of meat to sink your 
teeth into in any of the characters’ storylines. Perhaps that’s the 
point: These shows always have an angle, with little room for 
originality or spontaneity, and the novel unfortunately does not 
go much further. 

Familiar ingredients that make for bland fare. (Fiction. 13-17)

AMANDA911
Schreiber, Mark
Pleasure Boat Studio (333 pp.) 
$21.95  |  $16.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-73705-202-9
978-1-73705-201-2 paper  

A young woman becomes a viral 
celebrity after falling into a well in this 
darkly comic novel.

In an interesting choice for a young 
adult novel, Amanda’s brainy, globe-

trotting, increasingly heavy-drinking grandfather narrates. His 
assessment of Amanda as dull and unremarkable seems to say 
more about him than it does about her. Equally incomprehen-
sible to him is the world of online influencers—the very world 
into which Amanda is abruptly dropped when, after her acci-
dent, she amasses a huge following on PingPong, a Chinese-
owned social media platform. Told in three parts through short, 
dialogue-driven prose, Amanda’s unassuming ordinariness in 
the face of this intense commodification of her misfortune is 
showcased. The teen’s struggles with her parents, who are ter-
rified by the prospect of screen addiction and its associated ills 
but vicariously thrilled by their daughter’s newfound fame, are 
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played for comedic effect, insightfully underscoring the discon-
nect between different generations’ relationships to technology. 
However, the presentation of social movements and theories—
such as #MeToo, identity politics, and microaggressions—
through this same absurdist, tongue-in-cheek tone comes off as 
glib and trivializing. Amanda and her family are White; there is 
some ethnic diversity in the supporting cast.

A satirical romp that hits some marks but misses others. 
(Fiction. 14-18)

SOME FARAWAY PLACE
Shippen, Lauren
Tor Teen (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-250-29757-0 
Series: Bright Sessions, 3 

At 19, Rose finally develops a super-
natural ability like the rest of her family.

This follow-up to A Neon Darkness 
(2020) fills in the background of Rose, 
a secondary character from the Bright 

Sessions podcast. It also connects to the story of Damien, the 
complicated protagonist of the previous novel. Rose has the 
ability to dreamdive—or enter a powerfully lucid dream state 
and experience the dreaming minds of others. The dream world 
is the perfect place to escape to when things are tough in the 
real world, so Rose starts to sleep her days away instead of con-
fronting her problems. With this addition, Shippen continues 
to expand her fascinating universe populated with sympathetic 
characters and to flesh out their lives. She fills in the most 
important background knowledge needed to make the story 
accessible, but it does not stand alone as well as the other novels 
in the series do. This entry contains everything that makes the 
universe of this world appealing, including sympathetic, com-
plex characters; magic powers that cause more problems than 
they solve; and comfortable diversity. One unfortunate blemish 
is a minor Deaf character’s reliance on her best friend and fel-
low patient as her interpreter for group therapy, something that 
is portrayed as cute instead of as the ethical violation it is. Rose 
and her family are White and Jewish; Damien is White, and the 
supporting cast is broadly diverse. 

A must-read for Bright Sessions fans. (Science fiction. 13-adult)

HOUSE OF GLASS HEARTS
Siddiqui, Leila
Yali Books (278 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Sep. 30, 2021
978-1-949528-78-7  

An old diary may be the key to unlock-
ing the secrets of an ominous greenhouse. 

When they were both children, Mae-
ra’s older brother, Asad, vanished over-
night in their grandfather’s greenhouse 

during a family trip to Karachi. Ten years later, the Pakistani 
American teen—now a rising senior in high school—discovers 
her recently deceased grandfather’s diary under her pillow along 
with the astonishing sudden appearance of his greenhouse in her 
backyard in Virginia. To Maera’s frustration, her mother does not 
find the latter remarkable, insisting it’s always been there, and 
neither does her aunt, who arrives with Maera’s cousin Jimmy to 
settle the will. Jimmy, who can read Urdu, tries to find answers in 
the diary, which contains family history they’d never been told. 
Meanwhile, Maera enlists her friend Sara and neighbor Rob, who 
was Asad’s best friend, to help investigate. When all four enter 
the greenhouse, they discover a lush jungle, find a clue to Asad’s 
whereabouts, and encounter a demon spirit. The novel alternates 
between past and present, with scenes from Maera’s grandfa-
ther’s youth during World War II and the Partition offering clues 
to the greenhouse’s true nature. While the teenagers’ dialogue 
feels too young and the present-day storyline moves slowly, the 
historical elements are emotionally rich and impactful. Though 
some questions are never fully answered, the grief that permeates 
the story ultimately resolves into peaceful acceptance.

A genre-bending debut that highlights the intergenera-
tional echoes of pivotal historical events. (author’s note, fur-
ther reading) (Fiction. 13-18)

TINY DANCER
Siegel, Siena Cherson
Illus. by Siegel, Mark
Atheneum (272 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4814-8666-8  

An exploration of one girl’s changing 
relationship with ballet.

Fans of the author’s 2006 graphic mem-
oir, To Dance, will enjoy revisiting her life. As 
a girl in San Juan, Puerto Rico, in 1974, Siena 

began taking ballet classes, reveling in the strength and freedom 
she found in the art form. Eventually, she auditioned for a spot at 
the School of American Ballet and began training in New York City, 
where she made friends, relished the opportunity to immerse her-
self in ballet, and dreamed of dancing for the New York City Bal-
let. But as Siena grew older, her attitude toward ballet was no longer 
so uncomplicated, straining her relationships with her friends and 
her mother, who was embroiled in her parents’ bitter divorce, and 
causing her to question what her future would really hold. Through 
straightforward prose and narration, this work shows many of the 
highs and lows of ballet. While the narrative never veers into the 
melodramatic, it nevertheless portrays the complicated feelings that 
come with early dedication to this craft, including issues with body 
image, injury, and more. Small moments, such as mastering a step—
but only on one side of the body—ring especially true. Evocative, 
purple-toned illustrations bring to life both the dynamism of bal-
let and the fearful images lurking within Siena’s head. Siena’s father 
came from Cuba; her mother’s ethnicity is not specified. 

An understated and utterly believable account of a per-
sonal and creative journey. (Graphic memoir. 12-18)

“An understated and utterly believable account 
of a personal and creative journey.”

tiny dancer
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SPARKS
Slater, David Michael
Fitzroy Books (230 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Sep. 4, 2021
978-1-64603-173-3  

A boy in an abusive orphanage and 
his “Rags-to-Riches Princess” flee from 
her controlling father.

Felix, like the rest of the Freaks, 
doesn’t get Bagged (zipped up in a sack) 
or Dragged (to the brig) for his regular 

punishments. He doesn’t get tased with the Wolf ’s Hotshot 
when he breaks a rule. He’s too fragile, with brittle bone dis-
ease. But in Wolfgang Law’s Great Home for Good Girls and 
Boys, the four Freaks—as they refer to the disabled residents—
are punished in their own special ways. It’s the only world Felix 
has ever known, until mere days before his scheduled Discharge 
on his 18th birthday. That’s when the beautiful Jewish girl from 
the fairy-tale castle across the street sneaks into the home and 
demands Felix help her. Annika and Felix are soon off on an 
exuberantly punctuated, sky-high-body-count journey around 
Nevada. The family secrets Annika hopes to unearth turn out 
to be uncomfortably Nazi in nature and more than a tad mad 
scientist. Meanwhile Felix is learning some unexpected truths 
about the Freaks’ disabilities, while the villains who hunt them 
become increasingly more physically grotesque or mentally 
unbalanced. The primary characters are White. 

Exploitative treatment of disability does grave disservice 
to the compelling, carnival atmosphere of brutality. (Suspense. 
15-18)

URCHIN
Story, Kate
Running the Goat (224 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-927917-43-5  

In early-20th-century Newfoundland, 
13-year-old Dorthea dresses as a boy in 
order to act as a spy and in the process 
unravels a family mystery.

Dor is thrilled by the prospect of 
impersonating an errand boy when her 

reporter friend Murph mentions needing an undercover source 
to help him investigate the doings of Guglielmo Marconi, a fic-
tionalized version of the real-life inventor of the radio telegraph 
system. Dor feels more comfortable in boy’s clothing, and she 
and her friend Clare, with whom she is in love, find they are 
more attracted to one another when Dor is dressed as a boy. 
However, Dor’s mercurial mother often ridicules her for her 
unladylike ways, and though Dor struggles with her, she begins 
to understand more about her mother’s tragic history after she 
disappears and is ultimately revealed to have been taken pris-
oner by the fair folk. Narrative strands abound in this steam-
punk-flavored fantasy that also incorporates more traditional 

fairy lore that results in an engaging, but at times unwieldy, 
whole. Yet, anchored by the sweet love story of Clare and Dor, 
the dreamily atmospheric descriptions of the historical set-
ting, and the appealing characters—including an otherworldly 
Reverend and his talking crow, Oberon—there is plenty to spur 
readers on. All characters are White.

A sprawling, lyrical historical fantasy. (Fantasy. 12-14)

JADE FIRE GOLD 
Tan, June C.L.
HarperTeen (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-305636-7  

Two teens discover their intertwined 
destinies as war returns to the land.

Sixteen-year-old Ahn lives with her 
grandmother in a small village that’s dis-
appearing into the ever expanding desert. 
She can’t remember much of her past, 

before she was found alone in town as a child of 6 and adopted 
by her Ama; all she can do is focus on their survival by pilfering 
food—and keeping her secret hidden. Ahn is a Tiensai, those 
possessing strong spiritual powers who can use magic and are 
hunted mercilessly by cruel, fanatical Diyeh priests. As the Shi 
Empire goes into mourning for the deceased emperor and the 
threat of another war looms, Ahn discovers a dark side to her 
magic. She also meets enigmatic, 18-year-old Altan, the rightful 
heir, who is seeking the mythical Life Stealer in order to bring 
back peace and prosperity. The worldbuilding is rich and lay-
ered, mixing Chinese culture and mythology with martial arts 
and fantastical magic. The depiction of the impact of war, as 
shown by the Shi Empire’s colonialism, power imbalances with 
neighboring civilizations, and effect on families and communi-
ties, is nuanced and balanced with discussions of strong leader-
ship, national pride, and service. The smoldering romance takes 
place against the backdrop of themes of duality and comple-
mentarity in nature, trauma and revenge, self-sacrifice, truth in 
history, and the fight for a better future.

A magic-filled debut that will leave readers eager for more 
from this author. (glossary, notes about the fantasy world) 
(Fantasy. 12-18)

YOU’VE REACHED SAM
Thao, Dustin
Wednesday Books (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-250-76203-0  

Technology prevails over death, giv-
ing a teenage couple a second chance at 
goodbye.

High school senior Julie is paralyzed 
with grief over her boyfriend Sam’s death 
in a car accident. She avoids his funeral 

“A magic-filled debut.”
jade fire gold
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and throws away every reminder of him. They had planned to 
leave their small Pacific Northwest town together, and she now 
faces an uncertain and empty future. But one night she impul-
sively dials his cell, and, inexplicably, Sam answers. This is the 
first of many long conversations they have, neither understand-
ing how or why this is happening but relishing the chance to 
say goodbye as they could not in life. However, Julie faces a dif-
ficult choice: whether or not to alleviate the pain of Sam’s loved 
ones by allowing them to talk to him, though it could put their 
own connection at risk. Yet, letting go and moving on might be 
just what she needs. The emotional tenor of the book is even 
throughout, making the characters feel remote at times and 
flattening the impact of momentous events—such as Julie and 
Sam’s first conversation—that are often buried in minor, day-
in-the-life details. The time skips can also be difficult to follow. 
But the concept is a smart one and is sure to intrigue readers, 
especially those grappling with separation, loss, and mortality. 
Sam is cued as Japanese American; Julie defaults to White.

A rambling tale about grief that will appeal to patient, sen-
timental readers. (Fiction. 13-18)

ALL THE FEELS FOR TEENS
The Good, the Not-So-Good, 
and the Utterly Confusing
Thompson, Elizabeth Laing
Wander (224 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-4964-5107-1  

A guide for teens trying to make 
sense out of intense feelings through a 
Christian lens.

Part workbook, part self-help guide, 
part Bible study, this handbook is geared toward those who 
experience big feelings and could use some support navigat-
ing the challenges that come with this territory. The author 
explains how the Bible can be a helpful guide to understanding 
and taking charge of one’s emotions: God and Jesus are framed 
as compassionate and encompassing big love themselves, an 
approach illuminated by carefully selected Scripture, such as 
poignant passages from the Bible. Each chapter tackles a dif-
ferent topic that can affect a sensitive teen, from relationships 
with family members to making friends and dating. Sections 
close with prompts for journaling, prayer suggestions, and addi-
tional Bible verses to explore on these things. Several quizzes 
help readers discover what type of feeler they are (big, steady, 
or reluctant) and how drama prone they may be, among other 
topics. While the book is labeled as being geared toward teens 
in general, gendered language and exclusively heterosexual 
relationship examples implicitly target a straight female audi-
ence. Concrete examples of turbulent emotional experiences 
given in the book are fairly light, and the author encourages 
readers to seek additional help if they are experiencing depres-
sion, abuse, or otherwise need more support. 

Overwhelmed teens can find validation in this faith-based 
guide. (discussion guide) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

EVIL THING
A Villains Graphic Novel
Valentino, Serena
Illus. by Jovellanos, Arielle
Disney-Hyperion (128 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-368-06816-1 
Series: Villains  

A chronicle of Cruella De Vil’s 
descent into Dalmatian destruction.

The only child of Lord and Lady De 
Vil, Cruella was enamored by high society life from a young age. 
She idolized her cold, demanding mother and loved her caring 
father, despite his giving her less extravagant gifts. Both par-
ents wanted her to distinguish herself, though they intended 
very different meanings by that word. While young Cruella 
believed that servants and others from less privileged back-
grounds should know their places, Anita, her less socially lofty 
best friend, was an exception. But as she grew up and married, 
she had to face the question of what it really meant to pos-
sess wealth, beauty, and happiness. Framed as a memoir, this 
story vividly expresses Cruella’s personality. Valentino does a 
solid job of establishing the cast of characters, and fans of the 
animated film will enjoy connecting the threads. While there 
are moments of softness that evoke readers’ empathy, Cruella 
unapologetically wields her power to behave cruelly. She is ulti-
mately fueled by her desperation for maternal validation, jeal-
ousy, delirium, and a perhaps-cursed pair of earrings. Jovellanos’ 
art deftly captures a range of emotions, specifically in showing 
how Cruella’s face is transformed in response to her whims. 
Using a color palette of muted reds, blacks, grays, and whites, 
the illustrations express a fitting tone for a Cruella tell-all. Char-
acters read as White.

Entertaining for fans of villain backstories and Disney 
classics alike. (Graphic fiction. 12-16)

SOCIAL ANXIETY RELIEF 
FOR TEENS
A Step-by-Step CBT Guide To 
Feel Confident & Comfortable 
in Any Situation
Walker, Bridget Flynn
Instant Help Books (168 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-68403-705-6 
Series: Instant Help Solutions 

Many teens suffer from social anxiety, sometimes leading to 
an almost paralyzing fear of interacting with their peers.

This volume offers detailed instructions for developing a 
self-help cognitive behavior therapy program for coping with 
these issues. Walker provides brief descriptions of a few teens 
who are afflicted with social anxiety and presents their results 
as they navigate their way through the steps of the therapy. 
Readers are prompted to assess their levels of anxiety, recognize 
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their current avoidance and safety behaviors, identify all of 
the situations that typically distress them, and rate the level 
of anxiety associated with each type of situation. This involves 
creating detailed paper or online index cards that will provide 
guidance for their behavior therapy. Armed with all of this 
new information, teens are encouraged to regard their target 
encounters as rungs on a ladder, tackling the least stressful ones 
first by making predictions of outcomes and then deliberately 
exposing themselves to the feared situations and tracking out-
comes. The somewhat complex steps are not always provided in 
order. Sometimes concepts are briefly introduced but only fully 
explained in following chapters. Troublingly, even though the 
teens portrayed often display extreme levels of anxiety result-
ing in alienation from peers, there’s no information offered on 
suicidal ideation or specific resources for those experiencing 
such desperation.

Could at least jump-start needed conversations. (resources, 
references) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

CITY OF SHATTERED LIGHT
Winn, Claire
North Star Editions  (416 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-63583-071-2  

An heiress on the run joins a ragtag 
crew of smugglers in this high-stakes 
debut. 

In the city of Requiem, a human col-
ony on one of Alpha Centauri’s moons, 
Riven Hawthorne’s crew runs against 

the clock to pay a debt to a powerful underworld faction. Their 
last-ditch idea is to rob an infamous bounty hunter, but Riven 
doesn’t know who the bounty they stole really is until too late: 
Asa Almeida, the daughter of a tech magnate, on the run herself 
from her own father and trying to save her sister, Kaya, from 
a terrible fate. When she is taken by Riven, Asa offers a deal: 
they help her rescue Kaya in exchange for getting the money 
they need to pay off their debt. Before long, Riven realizes the 
danger they face, because Asa carries with her the key to Project 
Winterdark, an advanced human-computer interface using alien 
tech. Now multiple factions are after them all, including a pow-
erful AI who threatens the very survival of Requiem. This fast-
paced title mixes nonstop hijinks, a lovable group of rogues who 
have a found-family dynamic, and a side of refreshingly drama-
free triangle-shaped romance. Asa and Riven are fleshed-out 
protagonists sharing alternating third-person viewpoint chap-
ters, and the story teases interesting complications that go 
beyond the immediate danger they face. Asa is brown-skinned, 
and Riven reads as White; both girls are bisexual. 

Fantastically entertaining, with great character develop-
ment to boot. (Science fiction. 14-18)

IRON WIDOW
Zhao, Xiran Jay
Penguin Teen (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-0-7352-6993-4  

An individual vendetta fuels a sys-
temic challenge in a war-torn world.

In Huaxia, a Chinese-influenced 
futuristic society, humankind is in a 
constant war with the Hunduns. These 
giant buglike aliens fly and attack with 

frightening power. In response, humans have built Chrysalises, 
war machines that take the shape of mythical animals and are 
powered by the qi of two pilots, one bringing the female yin 
force and the other the male yang. The female concubine-pilot 
typically dies in the battle, having been entirely drained of her 
qi. This sacrificial attitude toward females results in the death 
of narrator Zetian’s older sister. Bent on revenge, Zetian, a fron-
tier girl who chafes at the idea of rigid gender roles and imagines 
the freedom of “giving onlookers no easy way to bind me with 
a simple label,” voluntarily becomes a concubine-pilot. She pro-
claims herself the nightmare these careless, selfishly ambitious 
boy pilots deserve to face. When she is paired with Li Shimin, 
a pilot and murderer with powerful qi, she must be strategic to 
survive the war and take down the patriarchy. Things become 
complicated when her forbidden love interest, wealthy, protec-
tive Yizhi, gets involved. The action-packed plot, involving bat-
tles both physical and mental, is original and incorporates queer 
themes and Zetian’s unwavering, cathartic feminism. However, 
lapses in worldbuilding and characters’ relationships result in 
some events feeling random and forced. The epilogue promises 
a sequel.

A pleasurable read despite some inconsistencies. (content 
note) (Science fiction. 14-18)

“Fantastically entertaining.”
city of shattered light
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indie
INTO THE WOODS... 
AND BEYOND
Altschuler, Stephen
Self (259 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Mar. 9, 2021
979-8-71-194572-7

Altschuler shares memories and les-
sons learned during his time living off 
the grid and connecting with nature in 
this memoir.

In 1977, when the author was 30, he felt burned out by his 
job as a prison social worker, had recently divorced, and felt 
a sense of aimlessness. This led him to take a break from his 
urban existence and move into a small cabin in the woods at 
the base of Southwestern New Hampshire’s Barrett Moun-
tain. The single-room abode, originally a tool shed, had no 
electricity, no telephone, and no indoor plumbing, although 
an outhouse was attached to the main structure. His goal was 
to devote himself to writing and seek inner calm. He would 
do so for more than three years. The physical rigors of suste-
nance—chopping wood for his stove, collecting water from a 
nearby stream, foraging, and planting—quieted his mind, and 
during his first summer, he began writing, narrating, and pro-
ducing what became a popular five-minute local radio program, 
Backwoods Cabin. On Christmas Eve 1977, his car was vandal-
ized, and foot power became his sole mode of transportation; 
the slower pace allowed him to focus on, and write about, his 
spiritual connection with the natural world. This memoir suf-
fers from some occasional repetition and long-winded philoso-
phizing. However, there’s often a compelling, Zen-influenced 
musicality and immediacy to Altschuler’s prose—a wistfulness 
that’s occasionally tinged with humor, which makes the work 
especially effective when read in short bursts. Of the melting 
snow that signaled the arrival of spring, for instance, he writes, 

“For there arose a certain pain and sadness seeing this ace starter, 
snow, slink off the mound toward the dugout, knocked about 
by a slurry of cheap singles.” When he finally returned to city 
life, he settled across the continent in Berkeley, California, 
bringing this same descriptive attention to his frequent forays 
along the winding trails that abut the city: The lives of the local 
hummingbird and red-tailed hawk, he writes, “meant singing, 
sipping, soaring without a moment’s doubt, with total trust in 
the truth of the present.”

A tender, engaging, and environmentally timely work.

FIT FOR CONSUMPTION by Steve Berman .................................... 194

SISTER JANE by Irmgarde Brown ...................................................195

THE GOD QUESTION AND THE GALAPAGOS COLONY 
by Stan Freeman .................................................................................199

CAROLINE AND MORDECAI THE GAND by Jeff Gunhus .............199

RAGE IS A WOLF by K.T. Mather ...................................................203

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE GOD QUESTION AND THE
GALAPAGOS COLONY
Freeman, Stan
Hampshire House Publishing (202 pp.)
$13.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2021
978-1-7344384-4-4
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Family biographies can add new informa-
tion and texture to the historical record, 
animating what we thought we knew 
about the past. The following editors’ 
picks from Indieland unearth fresh facts 
about interesting eras: We learn about the 
tattooing history of Boston via the Lib-
erty family; agricultural life from a fourth-
generation Wisconsin farmer; and immi-
gration and Prohibition from the descen-
dent of a bootlegging grandma. 

Margaret Hodges and Derin Bray’s 
Loud, Naked, & in Three Colors immediately grabs the reader’s 
attention with its title and open-
ing sentences: “ ‘Sight-Seers Are 
Not Welcome!’ ‘Electric Engraving 
While You Wait,’ ‘No Drinking—
Keep Your Bottle In Your Pock-
et—Per Order Police Dept.’ These 
Liberty family shop signs from the 
Lyle Tuttle Tattoo Art Collection 
transport us to the flavorful history 
woven into early American tattooing.” Gems (and mermaids 
and dragons and devils) abound in this carnivalesque coffee-
table book. 

Nadine A. Block recounts her Wis-
consin family’s experiences on their dairy 
farm in Remembering Rosie: Memories of a 
Wisconsin Farm Girl. She notes their world 
was so insular that “everything revolved 
around school, church, and community. 
There was little contact with the out-
side world.” While that community was 
close-knit, everyone maintained their 
sense of freedom. “Farmers are the last 
cowboys,” Block writes. “They wouldn’t 
organize even if it was important to their 

livelihood to do so. Farmers enjoy their independence too 
much.” Our reviewer says the author “exposes important so-
cial issues.…A tenderhearted and socially conscious memoir of 
dairy farming.”

In Prohibition Wine, tales of immi-
gration and Prohibition overlap. Marian 
Leah Knapp recounts the experiences 
of her Russian Jewish family, which ben-
efited from the entrepreneurship of her 
widowed grandmother’s foray into the 
1920s liquor market. Our reviewer calls 
the book “an often engaging and atypical 
historical biography.” 

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie. 

INDIE | Karen Schechner

Family History
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CASSIUS AND ELLENDARRA
Armstrong, D.C.
Self (250 pp.)
$4.99 e-book  |  May 2, 2021

A duplicitous ruler keeps an evil 
force at bay while lying to his kingdom in 
Armstrong’s fantasy debut.

King Magnus rules Evlontus, where, 
nearly 30 years ago, the monarch 
banned citizens from using and inevi-
tably abusing magic. He also enforces a 

sense of unity by stoking fears that his brother, Cassius, is at 
war with Evlontus. Soldiers attack the realm, critically wound-
ing Evlontus’ heroes, such as Capt. Japheth; however, the war-
riors are all part of Magnus’ ruse. In reality, Cassius is not a 
renegade warlord; he lives in the Shadow Wood Forest in a 
temple known only to Magnus and his prophet, Basil. Cassius 
holds an evil force within his body to keep it from harming 
anyone else. Complicating matters, however, is Basil’s proph-
ecy that Ellendarra, a talented warrior who’s replaced Japheth 
in the field, will end Magnus’ rule. The king, meanwhile, plans 
to rescue Cassius from his fate as a vessel for evil; he orders 
Basil to create an enchanted dagger to drain away the dark-
ness from Cassius’ heart. Magnus hopes to transfer the evil 
to Japheth, whose ruination he finds more palatable. In order 
to get close enough to Cassius to stab him and quickly heal 
him with a potion, the king sends Ellendarra to seduce him. 
Armstrong knows exactly where to place the dramatic twists 
in this condensed epic fantasy. Despite the presence of clash-
ing armies, which would suggest a sprawling narrative, this tale 
focuses tightly on its core cast. The dialogue style creates an 
atmosphere of vicious intimacy, as when Basil tells Ellendarra 
that she’s a “flawed and damaged mortal whose past deeds 
have fed the darkness like poison to the veins.” The prose also 
occasionally conjures the magic of nature: “The forest was 
beautiful, the sunlight seeping in through the tall trees in a 
way that made the leaves glimmer.” The nuanced portrayal 
of Magnus provides a philosophical counterpoint to Japheth, 
who believes that “A king should serve his people,” not manip-
ulate them. After true romance blossoms between Cassius and 
Ellendarra, the plot accelerates and offers satisfying surprises. 
It’s likely that the characters will travel an even bumpier road 
in a sequel.

An emotionally rich tale that’s sweeping despite its brevity.
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PRIDE OF ASHNA
Arriaga, Emmanuel M.
Self (608 pp.) 
$21.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 4, 2021
979-8-70-308460-1

Military forces and female warriors 
fight to protect a distant galaxy from 
space pirates and a merciless hidden 
enemy in this SF sequel.

Following the catastrophic Rift War, 
entire planets in the Twin Galaxies make efforts to rebuild. 
But pirates continue to run amok; their latest target is the 
cruise ship the Empress Star. But its passengers include mem-
bers of a military faction, the Founder’s Elite, who don’t read-
ily surrender. Fellow Elites scour space for the missing ship, 
and Elite engineer Neven Kenk has an added incentive, as his 
military scientist girlfriend is onboard the Empress Star. Else-
where, Serah’Elax and other Ashna Maidens, female warriors 
who police the Twin Galaxies’ Outer Rim, face an antagonist 
they can’t identify. Powerful, mysterious vessels bombard the 
warriors’ ships, leaving destruction in their wake. Unbeknown 
to the Maidens, an enemy from the Rift War has a nefarious 
plan under way to infiltrate their group. Once Serah’Elax sus-
pects something is amiss, she’s a target for assassination. She 
strives to shine a light on the mastermind before it’s too late 
as the Maidens and the Founder’s Elite, who share no alliance, 
battle pirates and an even deadlier common foe. Arriaga skill-
fully handles numerous characters and subplots in his space 
opera’s latest installment. For example, perpetually changing 
narrative perspectives are easier to follow with relatively few 
settings (for example, several Elites on the Empress Star). Cer-
tain storylines, like a man’s astonishing reunion with the wife 
he believed had died, don’t initially seem cohesive but link 
with others by the end. Still, even clocking in at nearly 600 
pages, the novel can’t fully spotlight every character; some 
players, like Serah’Elax, could have carried the story on their 
own. The author vividly details his SF world, from individual 
attributes and chic tech to periodic sprinklings of alien races’ 
distinctive languages, such as vusg, a decidedly popular Huz-
ien and Tuzen expletive. 

A colorful cast invigorates this epic, indelible futuristic tale.

GREEN HORSES ON 
THE WALLS
Bejan, Cristina A.
Finishing Line Press (46 pp.) 
$23.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  May 27, 2020
978-1-64-662219-1
978-1-646622153 paper

A collection of poems about history, 
family, and love by a millennial Roma-
nian American poet.

The title of this book comes from 
a Romanian expression about delusion—a concept that the 
speaker in the title poem says she struggled with as she dreamed 
of a creative career. In “Equilibrium,” the speaker tells the 
reader ways that “Things could be worse”—from cancer-ridden 
parents to a lover leaving for the priesthood. A speaker reunites 
with an estranged cousin in a Camden pub to discuss troubled 
family ties in “Nu e rolul meu [It’s not my role].” “Under your 
mattress” explores a father’s notion that both money and 
secrets are meant to be stashed away. The seizure and torture 
of a speaker’s grandparents under Communism, and the legacy 
of paranoia it imparted on their descendants, are the focus of 

“Opening the Orange Envelope.” The all-consuming nature of 
new love inspires “Scumpul meu [My dear]” and “Înainte [For-
ward].” Bejan unpacks—and rails against—a toxic relationship 
in “#Simplicity” and “The Streets of Johannesburg.” She con-
cludes with translations of a pair of poems by Ana Blandiana 
and Nina Cassian. In this book, Bejan centers her poems in a 
dazzling variety of settings, immersing readers in such environ-
ments as a U.S. military base on the banks of the Black Sea, an 
unnamed invitation-only island, and the “Strip-mall paradise” 
of Raleigh, North Carolina. In “Bucharest,” she describes in 
detail the “fumes of gasoline lingering amidst the general smell 
of pollution / Mixed with cigarettes, mixed with cigars, mixed 
with, pure, sweet and delicious B.O.” But when she turns her 
focus to her romantic relationships, Bejan occasionally slips 
into clichés, as when a speaker describes a lover’s inner light as 

“more blinding than the sun.” Other poems show notable bold-
ness, however; one bravely catalogs the traumatic repercussions 
of sexual assault, and another boldly takes on Communism, call-
ing it a system under which “Every man and woman were equal / 
Equally destroyed / Equally in fear / Equally invisible.”

A multilayered and often effective poetic exploration of 
the past’s effects on the present.
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FIT FOR CONSUMPTION 
Berman, Steve
Lethe Press (183 pp.)
$13.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-59-021225-7

Creepy things happen—and are fre-
quently eaten—in these tasty gay hor-
ror stories.

Berman’s characters seethe with 
illicit desire and, often, ingest inappro-
priate substances. Among the narratives: 

A few survivors of an African apocalypse lie in wait for refugees 
to arrive at their desert lair and provide a source of food; a gay 
man in 19th-century Baltimore takes in a waif who has been 
bitten by Edgar Allan Poe—and starts turning into the lugubri-
ous writer; a teenager at a wrestling camp struggles to suppress 
his appetite and his gay impulses amid a crowd of boys who are 
feeding strange presences within them; a photographer impris-
oned for pedophilia gets out and falls in with an innocent-
seeming rustic; a school nurse meets an old lesbian flame who 
says she can stay young forever—if she dines on children; and 
a Tulane fraternity pledge wins friends and influences people 
with a magic flask that holds unlimited quantities of what-
ever liquid a drinker wants most. Berman’s fables are skillful, 
well-turned genre pieces, full of moody atmospherics—“black 
is fashionable, black is everywhere,” he writes of a cabaret in 
Berlin; “black is the only option other than pale skin and shirts 
and the atmosphere of gray smoke that hides the ceiling”—and 
punchy prose in many registers, from Kafkaesque ambiguity 
to macho adventure. (“She wore a skimpy number that would 
have given the happiest of married fellahs nervous ideas. Those 
lips, red and plump, savored rather than breathed the air.”) The 
horror is initially psychological, building through allusion and 
rumination to sudden eruptions—“fireworks of blood stipple 
the window, silhouette his head as he begins what I first think 
is trying to eat the pane, but soon realize by the way he’s licking 
and nipping the window, is him trying to kiss his reflection”—
and quieter, queasier tableaux. (“The kid is staring down at a 
dead squirrel on the asphalt, and starts to poke it…then the boy 
pries apart a piece of the carcass and shoves it into his mouth. 
When he starts chewing with his mouth open, a bit of tongue 
slips out to wipe at his cracked lips.”) The result is a satisfyingly 
weird and icky read with serious literary chops. 

Entertaining tales of the macabre, sure to cause shivers 
and indigestion.

SIGNED, A PADDY
Boyle, Lisa
Self (355 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jun. 21, 2021
978-1-7366077-1-8
978-1-7366077-0-1 e-book

Boyle’s debut historical novel follows 
the early years of an Irish orphan who 
leaves her homeland in the mid-19th cen-
tury to begin anew in America. 

It’s the summer of 1848 in the small village of Baltimore, 
Ireland. Fourteen-year-old Rosaleen MacNamara, a fisherman’s 
daughter, lost her father to the sea several years ago, and her 
mother has now become a victim of the potato famine that’s 
been devastating the country. Alone, she buries her mother, 
setting off the next day for Cork in the hope of finding other 
family members. But they’re all gone—either dead or moved 
to other lands. Rosaleen seeks safety in a workhouse in Cork, 
where, despite the filth and harsh working conditions, she at 
least has shelter and a bare minimum of food. A year later, the 
British government begins shipping healthy young women off 
to Australia to work as housemaids, although rumors speak to 
pessimistic outcomes. Rosaleen is one of 20 people selected 
from the workhouse, but with the kind assistance of a young 
substitute captain, the 15-year-old steals aboard a neighbor-
ing vessel bound for Boston. Onboard, she meets 19-year-old 
Emmett Doherty, and by the end of the monthlong journey 
across the pond, their lives have become intertwined. Boyle 
crafts Rosaleen as an ingratiating narrator and allows readers to 
see both the good and the ugly aspects of pre–Civil War Mas-
sachusetts through her eyes. The author nicely weaves some of 
the period’s roiling social conflicts into the drama, including 
racism, bigotry against the Irish, and exploitation of child labor 
(especially by railroad companies). It also addresses the inexcus-
ably dangerous working conditions in the factories as Rosaleen 
becomes involved in both the abolitionist and labor move-
ments in Lowell, Massachusetts, home of cotton mills. Tender 
moments of friendship alternate with frightening sections, 
including a vivid description of an infuriating and heartbreak-
ing mill accident. Boyle also captures the mood and culture of 
the young Irish immigrants without employing a heavy reli-
ance upon dialect and establishes a good pace for the poignant 
narrative.

A compelling and reflective mix of tragedy and optimism 
with a strong lead character.

“A satisfyingly weird and icky read with serious literary chops.”
fit for consumption
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MESSING WITH MEN
Brookhouse, Christopher
Safe Harbor Books (236 pp.)
$16.95 paper | Sep. 30, 2021
978-1-73449-950-6

The lives of three aging men, each 
struggling with complicated pasts, col-
lide on a Florida island in this novel.

Rasa Island, a small, seasonal destina-
tion off the coast of Florida, is home to 
no more than 10,000 residents, includ-

ing a group of three friends who meet regularly at Tib’s, a popu-
lar watering hole. Ali Green is a thriving businessman worth 
millions, but he still isn’t his mother’s favorite son. Landon 
Greer is a retired English professor and obscure poet who never 
married or had children. And Sam Bishop was once a successful 
builder, but his wife bilked him of all his money, and he now 
sleeps with lonely women on the island willing to pay for his 
attention. Ali sees a business opportunity and seizes it—he 
buys the Larkin house, the oldest structure on the island, and 
intends to demolish it. But Sam, a member of the island’s pres-
ervation committee, has every intention of thwarting Ali’s 
plans. With Landon’s help, Sam buries a human skeleton on the 
property, hoping to have the house designated a historic land-
mark, a hoax that could land him in jail. Meanwhile, Landon 
starts a romance with Hannah Hill, a local lawyer who draws up 
his will, a relationship that unearths an unhappy trauma from 
his past, a dark personal history that Brookhouse slowly unfurls 
with great intelligence and restraint. In spare prose and choppy, 
matter-of-fact dialogue, the author paints an often grim but not 
hopeless picture of disappointment and its ramifications. The 
depiction of the eccentric island itself is a delightful highlight; a 
peculiar criminal nicknamed the Phantom Martha breaks into 
homes, rearranging them and stealing from one to redecorate 
another. The plot becomes a bit convoluted, and coincidences 
are invented wantonly, but this remains a bewitching tale, deli-
ciously subtle and passionately profound. 

An emotionally enchanting drama, thoughtful and 
unpredictable.

SISTER JANE 
Brown, Irmgarde
Serey/Jones (332 pp.)
$17.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Jun. 9, 2021
978-1-88-127627-2

In Brown’s debut novel, a seemingly 
miraculous gift upends an ordinary wom-
an’s life.

Jane Freedle is absent-mindedly sing-
ing the hymn “Oh Christ the Healer” at 
church. “What would it be like to be 

a healer?” Jane wonders, but her pondering isn’t idle. She had 
prayed over a cat hit by a car, and the cat had instantly recovered; 
she had prayed over an injured fellow church member, and they 

had instantly recovered. Suddenly, Jane finds herself wondering 
what is happening to her normal life as a friendly, retired school-
teacher and widow living in Lafayette, Maryland. But these 
seeming miracles keep piling up. Her prayers heal a dying old 
woman at the nursing home where Jane volunteers, and when 
she mistakenly tells her pastor about it, he tells Jane’s daughter, 
Maddie, that Jane might be going a little crazy after living alone 
for years after the death of her husband, Richard. But when 
Maddie’s little daughter has her own accident, Jane heals her 
before the paramedics even arrive, although nobody seems to 
believe it. “Her family thought she was bananas,” Jane reflects, 

“her pastor thought she was senile, and her friends thought she 
was delusional.” To complicate matters, a washed-up reporter 
named Wade Twomey has been assigned to investigate seeming 
miracles happening in this small town, and he quickly considers 
Jane the heart of the story. That story only grows more compli-
cated for Jane and everybody else, and Brown writes it all with 
an invigorating pace and an enjoyably understated humor that 
breaks through everywhere. Jane is portrayed as an endearingly 
fallible and unlikely miracle worker, a retiree who slips into pro-
fanity too easily and keeps up a running argument with her dead 
husband. It’s Jane’s complete lack of predictable sanctimony 
that gives the novel its consistent charm. 

A wise, winning story of a modern-day miracle worker. 

THE PARENT’S GUIDE 
TO BIRDNESTING
A Child-Centered Solution 
to Co-Parenting During 
Separation and Divorce
Buscho, Ann Gold
Adams Media (256 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $12.99 e-book  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-50-721409-1

A practical introduction to nesting, 
aimed at parents on the verge of living apart.

For couples considering separation or divorce, it can be dif-
ficult to calmly discuss future co-parenting plans. As licensed 
clinical psychologist Buscho explains in this well-structured 
debut, nesting is a way for such couples to reduce conflict while 
providing a consistent home for their children. The author 
defines it as “an arrangement where the children stay in the 
family home, and the parents rotate in and out for their sched-
uled parenting time.” When not on duty, the other parent lives 
either in a shared off-site residence, a different home, or in a 
separate area of the family residence. Buscho recognizes that 
only parents with considerable financial means can engage in 
nesting and that the arrangement is inappropriate for families 
suffering from problems involving substance abuse or domes-
tic violence. But for certain families, she notes, the benefits of 
temporarily nesting during a turbulent time can be substan-
tial. For example, it can allow the parent who has traditionally 
had less parenting time during the marriage to “develop closer 
ties with the children while ‘coming up to speed’ as a solo par-
ent.” Buscho convincingly describes the potential benefits and 
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shortcomings of this parenting method and addresses ques-
tions regarding budgeting, communication, and parents’ future 
romantic relationships. She also gives detailed instructions for 
creating a successful, personalized nesting agreement as well 
as valuable templates and worksheets that couples may use as 
they evolve into co-parents. Buscho also provides suggestions 
for self-care, which occasionally feel a bit simplistic. However, 
the author’s compassion and wisdom are evident throughout—
in part because the author went through the nesting process 
herself when she and her husband divorced. “Case in Point” 
vignettes throughout feature specific families’ stories, allowing 
Buscho to include perspectives from different cultures and fam-
ily structures. 

A perceptive and essential guide to an uncommon family 
arrangement.

ALL BLEEDING STOPS
Collins, Michael J. 
FriesenPress (286 pp.) 
$5.99 e-book  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-5255-9839-5
978-1-5255-9838-8 paper

An idealistic surgeon must face the 
horrors of the Vietnam War and his own 
limitations in this first novel by Collins.

In 2017, intern Megan Parker treats 
a man with a steel bar in his chest who, 

remarkably, is not only conscious, but also a doctor himself; 
he even assists with his own triage care. In a parallel story, an 
inmate and former lawyer named Wesley Underwood Tilling-
hast reflects on his time with the U.S. Navy in Vietnam. Both 
stories shed light on the life of Lt. Matthew Barrett, a gifted 
surgeon drafted into the Vietnam War in 1967 who’s easily set 
off by the deaths of his patients and the cruelty of his cap-
tain. Soon, the gruesome realities of war begin to break Bar-
rett, and only a blossoming romance with a nurse allows him 
to endure the senselessness. But as the war drags on, he finds 
himself questioning not only the value of practicing medicine, 
but of living at all. After tensions with his captain erupt, Bar-
rett is court-martialed, ending his service. The traumatized 
man returns to an inhospitable United States for a time, until 
fate brings him to a Biafra relief camp. There, he hopes to 
rediscover what initially drove him toward medicine. Col-
lins’ novel is a gut-wrenching and expertly wrought drama, 
plunging readers into the atrocities of war as well as offering 
uplifting moments of human connection. The prose, though 
occasionally long-winded, features lush and sometimes-upset-
ting imagery, as in this passage set in a Vietnam operating 
room: “They know now, these shattered young men, and the 
knowledge hemorrhages from them, drips down the side of 
the table….They, too, have learned there is no preparation for 
war, no defense against it, no vocabulary for it, and ultimately, 
no survival from it.” The accounts of Barrett’s treatment by 
enemy combatants, his corrupt superiors, and his own demons 
are visceral and poignant, but amid all the sorrow, the author 

never strays from his commitment to reveal empathy as a core 
tenet of a doctor’s work.

A harrowing, evocative drama about the ravages of war 
and the power of compassion.

FLAVOUR WITH BENEFITS
France
Connally, Cathy & Best, Charley
Connally Best Partners (240 pp.) 
$34.95  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Apr. 7, 2021
978-1-77-726492-5

French food can taste good without 
the animal products and other dietary 
no-nos, according to this cookbook-cum–
gastronomic travelogue.

Connally and Best recount their jour-
ney through France from the Champagne region in the north-
east down to Marseille on the Mediterranean coast, tasting the 
regional cuisines and culture and collecting ideas for recipes. 
Their musings on the tour are haphazard but charming. They 
toast the prominence of women among the heads of Veuve Clic-
quot and other legendary Champagne-makers; recollect a year 
Connally’s family spent in the city of Metz in Lorraine when 
she was 5, when she contracted a liver ailment that she cured by 
eating artichokes; and visit Julia Child’s old haunts in Provence, 
noting that Child’s first recipe was for a shark repellent used 
during World War II. Each chapter culminates in a selection of 
regionally inspired recipes the authors reengineer to “achieve 
positive health returns,” mainly by replacing flesh, dairy, and 
oils with plant-based ingredients. (Connally reports that a simi-
lar diet has conferred many health benefits, including “greater 
sexual vitality.”) Of the 59 recipes, only three—roasted spatch-
cocked chicken, coffee-rubbed grilled rib-eye, and sea bass cas-
sis—feature meat or fish, while 43 are straight-up vegan, 35 are 
gluten free, and 47 are free of even plant oils. The duo contends 
that their alternatives to animal-product ingredients are fla-
vorful and great tasting in dishes like cultured cashew “cheese” 
logs spiced with herbs, crepes made with flaxseed “eggs,” and 
French onion soup with a “beef ” broth made from vegetable 
broth. (While sugar is allowed, the book suggests replacing it 
with monk fruit as a sweetener.) A nutrition table accompanies 
each recipe with data on calories, saturated fat, cholesterol, and 
sodium content.

 Connally and Best present the recipes in a clear, easy-to-
follow style. Many of them have an intriguing Gallic spin, such 
as a blueberry cheesecake decorated to mimic van Gogh’s The 
Starry Night and a confection called “Tétons de Vénus,” a pair 
of cakes shaped like breasts complete with blueberry nipples. 
The book’s sumptuous color photos of food and French towns 
and landscapes are a visual feast, and the prose is equally evoca-
tive. (“The creamy texture coats my tongue,” Connally recalls 
of a cheesecake at a Provencal restaurant. “Something is build-
ing. I can feel it. Then it happens. I am not sure whether the 
creamy filling is getting my attention, or the dripping black-
currant sauce bursting with tiny wild blueberries, or the sweet, 
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nutty almond date crust, but it’s magnificent….The only thing 
more pleasurable would be eating it in the arms of a lover.”) And 
yet, something seems naggingly un-French about the culinary 
philosophy behind such recipes as “Vive la France Cheesecake,” 
which features a filling of “plant-based yoghurt,” “plant-based 
cream cheese,” and 300 grams of non-GMO tofu, and sports 
saturated-fat levels “75% lower than a traditional cheesecake.” 
Still, readers seeking well-considered vegetarian-ish versions of 
French classics will love Connally and Best’s cookery. 

Ingenious, delightfully presented recipes that give a 
healthy take on French cuisine.

YOU’RE ONLY TWO ONCE
Costello, Marta
Illus. by Arumba, Widya
Canette Books (32 pp.) 
$6.99 e-book  |  Sep. 10, 2021
978-1-73-683950-8

A 2-year-old acts like a typical toddler 
in this debut picture book that offers a humorous, motivational 
riff on the phrase “you only live once.” 

The narrator, who delivers encouragement like a keynote 
speaker, begins with the title phrase, which is repeated through-
out the tale. As the cheerful toddler—rosy-cheeked and wide-
eyed in Arumba’s soft digital cartoons—wakes the dark-skinned 
father and lighter-skinned mother, the narrator urges: “Start 
each day by witnessing / the beauty of the sunrise.” Each moment 
of the day is given another aphorism, moving from only eating 
food you like at breakfast to trying new tastes at playtime—as 
a pet’s tail ends up on the toddler’s tongue. The advice is fre-
quently paired with illustrations that belie the positive tone: 
Speaking one’s mind becomes shouting and throwing things; 
embracing art is shown as drawing on walls. Despite the mis-
behavior, the child, who wears a jumper but is never gendered 
in the text, is surrounded by love. Two-year-olds aren’t likely to 
recognize the humor in the contrasting text and art, but older 
readers—especially children with younger siblings—will feel 
they are in on the joke. Parents may be the most amused of all. 
Arumba’s art is cheerful throughout and supplies just as much 
storytelling as Costello’s accessible text. The naughty toddler 
faces no consequences here; instead, there’s a sense that this 
mischief, too, shall pass. The repeated title phrase may encour-
age even the youngest lap readers to chime in.

A comedic hit, especially for older siblings.

GREYSON’S SHOES
Elliott, Beverley A.
Illus. by Costello, Anna M.
FriesenPress (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-52-558887-7
978-1-52-558886-0 paper

A boy who refuses to wear shoes gets 
in a sticky situation in this picture book.

As his father mows the lawn, a White boy named Greyson 
plays. When his shoes become bothersome, Greyson flings 
them off. Dad instructs him to put them back on to avoid step-
ping in dog poo. But the footwear causes Greyson to “run slower,” 
so he takes them off again. Dad is mad; he wraps the shoes on 
his son’s feet with tape to keep them on. Greyson gets upset and 
removes his hat and shirt, which Dad tapes back on, too. Soon, 
things get carried away. Dad, who has “the tape…tight in his 
hand, / Attached… / By a long sticky band,” starts laughing, falls, 
and rolls “down on the grass / And out of control.” Soon, father 
and son are stuck together, bound by tape. Greyson notes: “The 
two of us / Were jiggling and wiggling.” Later, they giggle about 
the mishap. Although many readers and parents will relate to 
the silly scenario, the story depicts a neurodivergent child and 
his father. Elliott, a retired pediatrician, dedicates the book 
to her grandson Greyson, who has autism. In a simple rhyme 
scheme, she recounts a parent’s frustration while emphasizing 
communication, patience, and understanding. Featuring bright 
outdoor scenes with lovely blue sky backdrops, Costello’s 
painted images are simple but charming. Readers will love the 
playful scenes, including when Greyson bounces in the grass.

A nicely illustrated tale that skillfully offers an opportu-
nity for parents and children to connect.

A SPECIAL DAY
The Day Eid Met Christmas
Elzein, Mahmoud
Illus. by Hasan, Rania 
Self (32 pp.) 
$9.19 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Dec. 2, 2020
979-8-57-505527-3

Two girls forge a strong connection 
during two gift-giving holidays in this 
debut picture book.

One year, the Muslim holiday Eid and Christmas coincide. 
Blond-haired Eva’s school honors Christmas by performing A 
Christmas Carol for an orphanage. Brown-haired Aya’s school 
celebrates Eid by inviting orphans to have cake and lemonade. 
Both girls are pleased with what they’ve shared. The next day, 
the two girls go to the same toy store and get stuck together 
in an elevator. To help the girls focus on something less scary, 
Eva invents a game where both guess each other’s presents. But 
when they finally leave the elevator, the girls rethink their gifts 
when they remember the orphans and decide to give their pres-
ents to others instead. Aya donates hers to a church’s orphanage, 
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“A nicely illustrated tale that skillfully offers an 
opportunity for parents and children to connect.”

greyson ’s  shoes
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and Eva offers hers to an orphanage run by a mosque. Elzein 
uses simple sentences to convey the story, focusing on the 
two girls’ budding friendship rather than bogging down the 
tale with details behind each holiday. The message of compas-
sion and giving, especially across cultural lines, comes through 
clearly in accessible language for independent and lap readers. 
Hasan uses kid-friendly digital art to depict both girls as dis-
tinct members of their own ethnic groups, and Aya’s mother 
wears a hijab. (Both religious leaders are men.) Though the sto-
ry’s location is never revealed, the blooming trees and flowers 
and an amusement park ride indicate a warm-winter (or South-
ern Hemisphere) site.

A charming tale that portrays bicultural kindness.

STATE OF THE UNION
Felde, Kitty 
Chesapeake Press (226 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jul. 11, 2021
978-1-73709-781-5
978-1-7359767-9-2 paper

A girl searches for an elusive bird of 
myth in the nation’s Capitol building in 
this sequel.

After solving the truth behind the 
“Demon Cat of Capitol Hill” in Welcome 

to Washington Fina Mendoza (2020), the first volume of this mid-
dle-grade series by veteran public radio journalist Felde, preteen 
detective Fina Mendoza finds herself embroiled in another mys-
tery. Has the trickster Chickcharney bird of Bahamian folklore 
taken up residence in the Capitol building? It is some months 
since 10-year-old Fina and her teenage sister, Gabby, moved 
from California to the nation’s capital with their father, a mem-
ber of the United States Congress. Busy Papa isn’t keen on Fina 
continuing her sleuthing, but she can’t say no to investigating 
whether the bird roosting in the Capitol building is indeed the 
Chickcharney, a long-legged, owllike creature from her friend 
Monica’s native island in the Caribbean. Monica is convinced 
that the bird has an important message for her, and Fina hopes 
it might have one for her, too, from her deceased mother. But 
what message did the bird send when it pooped on the presi-
dent’s head during his State of the Union address—an event that 
so dominated the news cycle it eclipsed what the leader said? 
(According to Papa’s legislative analyst, the State of the Union 
reminds Congress of all the good things the president did and 
all the things he wants the branch to do, and then “somebody 
from the other party goes on TV to complain about everything 
the president just said.”) This year, Papa delivers the Spanish-
language rebuttal and takes on immigration reform, with reper-
cussions when Fina’s strong-minded Abuelita gets involved. 
Felde, executive producer of the podcasts Book Club for Kids and 
The Fina Mendoza Mysteries, combines her knowledge of the 
behind-the-scenes workings of Congress and Capitol Hill’s 
historic locales with suspense, humor, and a young, first-person 
Latina protagonist who is alive with realistic curiosity, empathy, 

and determination. Woven into the plot, with a light but mean-
ingful touch, are political differences, immigration issues, Fina’s 
eventful approach to inquiry and research, and a strong, loving 
family still adjusting to loss and change.  

A lively, diverse mystery with enjoyable, informative plot-
ting and a relatable young female protagonist.

TATTLER TALES
Vonnie And Fussy, 
Girl Reporters
Fleming, J. Lee 
Westbow Press (48 pp.) 
$25.19 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Dec. 4, 2020
978-1-66-421455-2

Third graders report stories for the 
local newspaper in Fleming’s chapter book.

In Piney Point “many years ago,” 
when “your Great Grandma and Great Grandpa were just 
young,” Vonnie and Fussy write stories for the town’s newspa-
per, The Tattler. Although the girls, who are White, don’t “know 
everything a good grownup big city reporter would know,” they 

“rely on their keen Powers of Noticing Things and Skills of Fig-
uring Things Out in order to read between the lines.” Each 
chapter depicts an event they subsequently write about for The 
Tattler. Following Fussy’s fall into the frozen pond, for example, 
is a short newspaper report. The headline reads, “Rescue at the 
pond!! Girl escapes drowning.” Some chapters feature comical 
mishaps, like when “the boards under the girls’ feet gave way” 
during their quartet’s solemn Memorial Day choir performance. 
Others are personal. As the girls plan Fussy’s birthday party, 
their newspaper story reads, “Invitation for All Children Birth-
day Party at Fussy’s!” The Tattler also provides comical neighbor-
hood updates. After kids cause a rowdy commotion during a 
church sermon, Vonnie and Fussy report: “From now on, Pastor 
Wickman says all children will sit in front of the church during 
services.” The book occasionally features religious elements; 
when Fussy’s great-grandfather dies, the girls note, “He is vis-
iting…Jesus, Moses and other people.” The clever pairing of 
nostalgic tales with newspaper clips gives kids a taste of journal-
ism. The girls’ articles include tidbits that enhance the setting, 
such as the newspaper’s 3-cent price and ads (“Stop at Babcock 
Harness Shop for all your farm supply and livestock needs!!”). 
Gerdes’ colorful hand-drawn illustrations feature a map of the 
town and portrayals of the church, Santa Claus, and more.

A wholesome story that emphasizes friendship, storytell-
ing, and small-town community.
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THE GOD QUESTION 
AND THE 
GALAPAGOS COLONY 
Freeman, Stan 
Hampshire House Publishing 
(202 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Oct. 15, 2021
978-1-7344384-4-4

Two SF novellas consider how an arti-
ficial intelligence and an isolated people 
might independently construct spirituality.

In The God Question, scientists have at last succeeded 
in creating a self-aware “class one” computer with a super-
human intellect so powerful that it’s been outlawed. But 
49-year-old computer scientist Stephen Kendrick gets hold 
of the system’s untraceable source code, converts a class two 
supercomputer to a class one, and decides to ask it the titu-
lar “God question”—whether there’s any evidence for God’s 
existence. However, the operating system repeatedly shuts 
itself down and erases all traces of itself, determined not 
to answer. In the end, the bigger question is why Stephen 
is asking a machine about faith. The Galapagos Colony, set in 
2474, concerns the planet Arcadia, which has been isolated 
for more than two centuries after an unknown disease killed 
all the adults, leaving children with simplified technology 
and knowledge. Twenty-eight-year-old Matias Silva is sent to 
investigate, and he’s stunned by Arcadia’s beauty but doesn’t 
understand its peoples’ spiritual philosophy of being guided 
by a moment of intuition, or a “true point.” He dismisses 
their beliefs and makes a choice that forever changes the 
planet in ways he must painfully grapple with later. In his 
first SF book, Freeman capitalizes on the freedom afforded 
by speculative fiction to thoughtfully consider philosophical 
and ethical conundrums. The skillfully written stories gain 
strength from their multilayered characterization. Both Ste-
phen and Matias must confront what they’re really looking 
for in the choices they’ve made; in both cases, their ques-
tions offer them—and readers—richer food for thought 
than their answers. Freeman’s monochrome illustrations are 
reminiscent of steel engravings, and the old-fashioned tech-
nique provides an intriguing contrast to the advanced futures 
described in the tales.

An entertaining speculative work that powerfully reflects 
on faith and philosophy.

CAROLINE & MORDECAI 
THE GAND 
Gunhus, Jeff
Self (186 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jan. 10, 2021
979-8-59-303609-4

In Gunhus’ middle-grade novel, a 
grieving girl falls into a fantasy world and 
must find her way home while coming to 
terms with her loss.

Thirteen-year-old Caroline’s father 
died in a car accident just four weeks ago. He’d been out driv-
ing to buy some marshmallows for her, so she feels terrible 
guilt along with her grief. Thinking about her dad is too pain-
ful, so she decides to wall off her memories of him and ignore 
them. However, the future of who Caroline will become rests 
on how she copes with what happened—and that, in turn, will 
depend on how she reacts after she unexpectedly falls through 
a portal and into another world. This new world is strange and 
dangerous—tree-faring folk lie in wait to eat unwary travelers; 
the smoky, nightmarish Creach, which hunts those who have 
despair in their hearts—but the land is beautiful, too. Caroline 
meets Mordecai the Gand, an itinerant lute player whom she 
joins, hoping to find a way home and keep her sad memories at 
bay. The newness and sense of adventure bring Caroline to life 
again, but it comes at the cost of cutting herself off from her 
old existence. As her travels continue, she begins to suspect 
that Mordecai’s way of life, enticing though it is, may come 
at too high a price. Can Caroline help her new friend and, in 
doing so, find her own path back to herself? Gunhus writes in 
a style that will be easily accessible to middle-grade readers, 
yet it also has a profound simplicity that adults will appreciate. 
Caroline may be an embodiment of childhood grief, from a 
narrative standpoint, but she has a distinct personality of her 
own—empathic, forthright, willful—and those around her 
give this parable additional character. The plot seems straight-
forwardly aimed at readers in Caroline’s position, but it never 
feels strained; the pacing is gentle, though never too slow, and 
the dialogue rings true. Throughout, Gunhus captures poi-
gnant moments and images—such as that of the ethereal kry-
bird—that will allow readers to recognize the author’s intent 
and find comfort along the way.

A sad, heartfelt quest tale that offers light at the end of 
the tunnel.
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“The skillfully written stories gain strength from 
their multilayered characterization.”

the god question and the galapagos colony



2 0 0   |   1  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

 

AGAINST THE GLASS
Habib, Linda
Feme Press (304 pp.)
$16.99 paper | $3.99 e-book | Aug. 4, 2021
978-1-73755-600-8

A medical drama about shattering glass 
ceilings and discovering personal truths.

Habib’s novel opens in 1983 as Dr. 
Candace Madeleine opens her own fertil-
ity clinic, fulfilling a lifelong dream. After 
she speaks with her last patient of the day, 

the narrative jumps back to 20 years before, when Candy was 
19 years old. Her mother expected her to follow the status quo: 
to find herself a nice young man, get married, and raise a fam-
ily. But Candy had long been interested in scientific study—bugs, 
namely—and had a sense that she might be destined for a dif-
ferent path. But when she meets Wayne Woods, a budding foot-
ball sensation with the chance to go pro, she finds herself in a 
whirlwind summer romance that ends abruptly in an unexpected 
pregnancy and an illegal abortion that leaves her unable to have 
children. The rest of the novel follows Candy as she weathers 
the challenges of being one of the few women medical students 
in her class, navigating the emotional trauma of love, and being 
repeatedly tested in a male-dominated field. Habib covers a lot 
of ground in this story and gives texture to the experiences of 
groundbreaking female doctors who overcame societal pressures 
and other trials to make their way in the sciences. Here, Candy’s 
situation is intensified by the way her personal and professional 
lives are intertwined. This is an ambitious novel and, at times, a 
bit heavy-handed in its execution; Candy’s emotional conflicts 
are explained too explicitly, the dialogue sometimes feels stilted, 
and some story details feel too convenient. Nonetheless, readers 
will cheer for this young med student when she tells a particularly 
misogynistic professor, “I can take care of myself. I have a rich 
history to fall back on.” At the end of the story, readers find a 
character of remarkable strength and empathy.

A sometimes-uneven but often engaging story of one 
woman’s life and career.

PARADISE PALMS
Red Menace Mob
Haddad, Paul
Black Rose Writing  (295 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Jul. 7, 2021
978-1-68-433720-0

Quirky brothers battle a mobster 
over the future of their family’s hotel in 
1950s Los Angeles in Haddad’s novel.

The tightknit but contentious Shapiro 
family has been operating the small Para-

dise Palms hotel for decades. The property is prime Hollywood real 
estate, but the hotel business has fallen on hard times. The older 
sons—responsible David, finance whiz Leo, and stylish Aaron—
plan to modernize to attract a new, wealthier clientele. When they 

suggest putting up a trendy new neon sign, their elderly father, Max, 
tells them he’s already arranged to have it done for free by Vance “Red” 
Gordo, a shady mobster who owes Max a favor. As the story goes on, 
the brothers desperately try to rein in and protect the increasingly 
erratic Max while clashing with the brutish Red; Max’s greedy, much 
younger companion, Kitty; and the brothers’ younger, dissolute sib-
ling, Rudy. The plot springs one surprise after another as it switches 
between fast-moving, present-day action and scenes from the past 
that illuminate the Shapiros’ complicated relationships and person-
alities. Tough women, bumbling villains, government bureaucrats, 
naïve tourists, the Palms’ loyal staff members, and a trio of eccentric 
long-term residents rounds out the cast. The action features extor-
tion, violence, gambling, arson, murder, and shocking revelations—
as well as reunions, romances, weddings, births, and funerals. The 
novel is rich in period detail, from the Sputnik launch to the Howdy 
Doody TV series’ finale, as well as aspects of car culture, the freeway 
system, fashion, and the Los Angeles Dodgers. The writing is vividly 
descriptive, snarky, and funny, but it doesn’t shy away from engaging 
with serious issues, such as homophobia, racism, and police corrup-
tion. Haddad’s background as an Emmy-nominated TV writer and 
producer is obvious, as is his deep affection for the city of Los Ange-
les and its history. 

A madcap black comedy about family ties, real estate, and 
long-buried secrets. 

IT’S RAINING MEN
Hammerle, Julie
Entangled: Amara (400 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Jul. 27, 2021
978-1-64-937028-0

A successful physician nearing mid-
dle age makes a grand, last-ditch effort 
to meet a man, but her scheme sends 
her careening in a direction she never 
expected in this romance.

Annie Kyle is a concierge doctor. She 
is at the beck and call of her patients at all times. This, she tells 
herself, is why she can never have a long-lasting romantic rela-
tionship. When her best friend, Kelly, returns from an extended 
trip with a surprise fiance, Annie quickly realizes that instead of 
aging alongside her pal for the next several decades, she might 
actually grow old alone. She is now desperate to meet Mr. Right 
and settle down. Except, instead of agreeing to a few blind dates, 
Annie gets completely wasted at her neighborhood watering hole 
and sends out a veritable “want ad” via text to all the single men 
listed in her phone. When Annie awakes the next day to a hang-
over and the reality of what she’s done, she’s mortified. Yet, to 
her surprise, the mass text begins yielding results. As multiple 
men tell Annie that she may be their perfect match, she begins to 
reevaluate exactly what it is that she desires out of a relationship. 
Meanwhile, she confronts the changing nature of her friendship 
with Kelly, the one social connection she has always felt entirely 
sure of. As Annie considers the many facets of her life that are 
growing only more confusing, she is forced to realize that change 
is inevitable and that happiness comes in many forms. Told in 
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the first person, the novel treats readers to Annie’s quirky, Type 
A perspective from start to finish. As Annie struggles through 
a number of humorous and often slapstick moments, the spirit 
of the narrative remains entertaining and conversational, like a 
long catch-up with a close girlfriend. Despite the light tone of 
the book, in which much focus is placed on alcohol, bands, and 
weddings, Hammerle also explores more difficult issues, like 
loneliness, depression, and self-doubt. The narrator does have a 
tendency to ramble on longer than necessary, but the protago-
nist’s adorable charm will keep readers turning pages to see how 
she arrives at the story’s inevitable conclusion.

A fun-loving look at an independent woman who suddenly 
wants a serious relationship.

THE ROOT OF 
EVERYTHING & LIGHTNING
Two Novellas
Hess, Scott Alexander
Rebel Satori Press (204 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jul. 13, 2021
978-1-60-864158-1

Two novellas poignantly examine char-
acters who find comfort in their roots and 
find themselves drawn to the unknown. 

Hess offers a pair of searching 
explorations of the push and pull of one’s origins. In The Root 
of Everything, set in the early 20th century, Richard leaves his 
native Germany over the objections of his father in order to fol-
low his younger brother, Rolf, to the United States. They both 
find work at a lumberyard in Missouri, but when Rolf dies tragi-
cally on the job, Richard is devastated. Nevertheless, he starts 
his own business and a family, as well; his son, Cal, follows in his 
footsteps and runs a lumbering business and marries a woman 
named Josie. However, Cal is never quite happy with his life, and 
Josie is so miserable that she finally leaves him; their son, Stan-
ford, who’s secretly gay, leaves for New York City to become a 
wealthy businessman; there, he has a relationship with a palm 
reader named Sam. In deeply affecting prose that’s characteris-
tic of the entire book, Hess depicts Richard’s despair over his 
now scattered family: “Richard…covered his face, and with this 
sharp action, the dragon flies scattered as if this human grief 
had poisoned their air.” In the second novella, Lightning, Bud is 
born and raised in Fayetteville, Arkansas, but dreams of moving 
out west with his best friend, Jerky. After his father dies, a rich 
aunt offers him the opportunity to move to New York and ride 
horses, a passion of his, and it’s a possibility that is as tantalizing 
as it is frightening. Once again, the author’s writing is poetically 
subtle but impressively restrained; readers are drawn deep into 
these stories without any excessive hand-holding, free to draw 
their own conclusions. With impressive emotional power, both 
novellas show the paradoxical ways in which one’s family can 
feel like a prison from which to break free but also like a home 
in which one can find one’s true self. 

A moving pair of historical tales, as philosophically astute 
as they are dramatically gripping.

SEASON OF LIFE
Janoda, Jeff
Manuscript

An ancient trickster spirit visits a 
farmer, a spy, and a nurse during the Civil 
War in this novel.

Under the violent shadows of the 
Battle of Gettysburg of 1863, Basil 
Biggs just wants to get home. A free 
Black man raised by his mystically 
gifted mother, Rosalie, surrounded by 

abolitionists, Biggs knows the dangers that Rebel soldiers 
pose. But for the sake of his family’s livelihood, he must see if 
anything remains of his Pennsylvania farm. Along the way, he 
is stopped by a dying Confederate soldier, a man who claims 
to be the not-yet-infamous Wesley Culp, who was born in 
Gettysburg. Culp maintains that Biggs’ dead mother told 
him that he’d “be along presently.” The soldier conscripts 
Biggs into delivering a letter to Jenny Wade, a Gettysburg 
resident, and a medallion to Culp’s sister, Julia. This is not 
the only task Rosalie and Culp have for Biggs, as he will soon 
meet Union spymaster John Babcock, who has also found 
himself visited by Rosalie. Babcock seeks to employ Biggs to 
aid him in gaining valuable information about Gen. Robert E. 
Lee’s next moves. Babcock and Biggs find an unlikely ally on 
their mission: Culp, the Pan-like trickster spirit who contin-
ues to appear in the guise of a dead man. Meanwhile, a fiery 
young woman named Cornelia Hancock heads to Gettysburg 
to volunteer as a nurse at Camp Letterman. But along with 
the admiration of suffering soldiers, she too will catch the 
eye of the spirit who fancies taking the shape of corpses. 
Janoda’s absorbing novel portrays the Civil War in bleak and 
horrific terms, complete with piles of amputated limbs, the 
smell of decaying flesh, and the cries of the wounded. The 
magical aspects of Culp’s actions do not diminish this dark-
ness or lighten the hard truths of the war—this “Changer of 
Forms” uses methods that are just as chilling and unsettling, 
respecting the grim history of the times. Historical flour-
ishes abound in the book, from the disgusting racial tensions 
even among Union soldiers to medical practices that bor-
der on the barbaric. The era’s spycraft is heavily referenced, 
depicting disguises, infiltration, and sabotage in an informa-
tive way that never feels inorganic to the plot.

Engrossing blood-and-guts historical fiction with a 
respectful touch of low fantasy thrown in.
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THE LONG WINDING ROAD OF 
HARRY RAYMOND
A Detective’s Journey Down 
the Mean Streets of Pre-War 
Los Angeles
Jenning, Patrick
Bay City Press (369 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
May 1, 2021
978-1-73-678680-2

A historian of Los Angeles in the era 
before World War II explores one of the city’s most famous 
real-life detectives.

Jenning offers readers a riveting portrait of early-20th-cen-
tury LA in this biography of detective Harry Raymond, who 
was described by his contemporaries as “the most feared copper 
in California.” Raymond’s life provides the author the opportu-
nity to explore the city “through the peephole,” as he puts it; 
he introduces readers to the web of “vice districts” in LA that 
served as “a moneymaking industry for just about everybody,” 
including “cops, councilmen, and mayors.” Raymond arrived 
there at the age of 21 and would rise through the ranks of the 
LA Police Department as a key member of the “goon squad” 
that targeted gangsters and gamblers. Although he’d later serve 
a stint as the chief of the San Diego Police Department, Ray-
mond never fully cut ties with the City of Angels, continuing 
to run his own private detective practice in the city. Upon his 
return to the LAPD in 1933, he resumed his duties with the 
gangster squad, which eventually led him to investigate sys-
temic corruption in local government and the LAPD itself. By 
1938, he’d become a national sensation, helping to bring down 
a corrupt mayor and nearly two dozen dirty cops, and he ush-
ered in the “migration” of LA’s most notorious crime figures to 
Las Vegas. Jenning builds on his extensive research conducted 
for Testimony of Death (2016), his debut book on the mysterious 
demise of movie star Thelma Todd, while avoiding the lure of 
hagiographic accounts that paint Raymond as a “true knight in 
the story of LA’s corrupt days,” as he describes it. Instead, the 
author offers a complex portrait of a brave cop beset with his 
own demons, which included a history of alcoholism and brutal-
ity. The book might have benefited from more detail on racial 
dynamics in the city given the history of racism in the LAPD. 
Nonetheless, this is a well-paced and well-researched account 
that Jenning complements with ample photos, maps, and news-
paper clippings.

An exciting addition to the true-crime history of Depres-
sion-era LA.

THIRD AND LONG
Katz, Bob
Trolley Car Press (260 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Sep. 1, 2010
978-0-97-779152-1

A novel about a broken-down for-
mer college football player in need of 
redemption and a town seeking salvation.

Down-and-out Nick Remke arrives 
in Longview, Ohio, by train in 1997 
and gets directions to Made Right, the 

town’s largest employer. The clothing factory is barely hanging 
on, buffeted by foreign competition. During his job interview, 
Nick meets administrative assistant Marie Zanay, who suggests 
that he play up his football experience. He tells the co-owners 
that he played briefly for Notre Dame and that his real last 
name is Nocero; he’d changed it to his mother’s maiden name, 
he says, after his dad left the family. The thrilled, football-crazy 
owners give him a plant-manager position that had been offered 
to someone else. Soon, Marie, whose son Brian is the star of 
the high school football team, and Nick grow closer. After the 
football coach suffers a stroke, Nick gets pressured into tak-
ing the job by his bosses, and the team starts winning. At the 
same time, Made Right’s fortunes rebound, and both the team 
and the rest of the townsfolk begin to believe that this stranger 
could save them all. Then an ambitious local sportswriter dis-
covers unexpected information that changes everything. Katz, 
the author of The Whistleblower (2020), has created a setting in 
Longview that many readers will recognize: a struggling town 
that’s unable to adapt to a global economy. Nick, who’s in dire 
straits himself, does what he has to do to get one more chance 
to prove himself, and he finds the perfect spot in Longview, 
which is full of people still wanting to believe in something. 
The author shows how Nick and the town’s residents help each 
other to grow and change, and his choice of an anonymous resi-
dent as a narrator, looking back at Nick’s actions, is effective, as 
he moves from being a skeptic to a believer before finally reach-
ing a kind of middle ground. Also, Katz, a former sportswriter, 
manages to bring the quaint atmosphere of small-town football 
to life. Overall, it’s an endearing portrait of an abandoned part 
of America. 

A well-crafted tale that offers readers hope in changing times.

“A complex portrait of a brave cop beset with his own demons.”
the long winding road of harry raymond
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FUTURE WIDOW
Losing My Husband, 
Saving My Family, and 
Finding My Voice
Lisk, Jenny
Bluhen Books (294 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 2, 2021
978-1-73-561360-4

A detailed memoir serves as a guide 
for patient advocates/caregivers whose 
significant others have terminal illnesses.

In May 2015, Lisk’s 40-something 
husband, Dennis, told her he had been “feeling a little dizzy 
lately.” She urged him to call his doctor, and he made an 
appointment to visit the physician in three weeks. Over the 
next few days, he began to show signs of increasing short-term 
memory loss and confusion. The author took over after the first 
week and got a same-day appointment. Dennis was immedi-
ately sent for an MRI, and, within an hour, the couple received 
unexpected and devastating news from the doctor: “ ‘There’s 
something really wrong with your brain,’ he said….‘It might be 
glioblastoma. You need to see the neurosurgeon tomorrow.’ ” 
(Glioblastoma is an especially aggressive cancer.) And so began 
an excruciating eight-month marathon during which Lisk took 
on the role of medical manager and full-time caregiver as well as 
de facto single parent to the couple’s two children, only 8 and 10 
years old at the time. Early on, the author’s sister set up a blog-
ging page for her on the social media forum CaringBridge. “I 
had no idea at this point,” Lisk writes, “that blogging was about 
to become my vehicle for speaking to my corner of the world. 
My refuge in a time of crisis and chaos.” This meticulous mem-
oir is a selected collection of writings culled from those blogs. 
Each post is followed by long sections that expand on and give 
context to the early, just-the-facts CaringBridge entries. It is in 
these passages, despite some repetition, that the author clearly 
articulates the sadness and exhaustion during those months of 
losing her husband bit by inexorable bit. She did share one espe-
cially poignant moment with her CaringBridge followers: On 
Dec. 13, 2015, her daughter asked if she could give her father his 
Christmas present that day—in case he died before the holiday. 
Sure, Lisk decided, because on Christmas “he won’t remember 
that he already opened it.” Fellow travelers will find a soul mate 
in these pages, plus some helpful tips and resources.

A heartbreaking but forthright, informative, and ulti-
mately forward-looking cancer account.

RAGE IS A WOLF 
Mather, K.T.
Whisk(e)y Tit (395 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  $8.00 e-book
Apr. 22, 2020
978-1-73-295967-5

A teenager takes a year off to write 
the Great American Novel of climate 
change in this YA fiction debut.

High school junior Elaine Archer is 
having a climate change–driven existen-
tial crisis. After seeing a video of a sea tur-
tle with a straw stuck up its nose, she can 

no longer sit quietly in class and concentrate on physics or alge-
bra. Not when the environment is collapsing around her, no way. 
As she tells her two moms, “The world is literally falling apart!...
And school isn’t teaching me a single thing that’s going to help….
Every single kid is in school, only we’re not teaching them how to 
do anything that might help….That should be ALL we’re doing.” 
They agree to let Elaine take a year off—if worst comes to worst, 
she can go back and repeat a grade—but only if she can come 
up with a productive use of her time. Elaine decides she wants 
to write a novel, though she doesn’t know exactly what it will 
be about. Her new freedom gives her the opportunity to meet 
people she would not have otherwise, including artsy Chicago 
hipsters, a fellow aspiring teenage writer, and a celebrity author 
who turns out to be a real monster. Elaine is exposed to books 
and concepts that change the way she thinks not only about the 
climate, but also about human history, sexual politics, and the 
ways people interact with Earth. Ideas begin to percolate, and 
Elaine soon starts drafting a dystopian novel of her own. Yet her 
art cannot be fully separated from her life, and the relationships 
she’s forged around her begin to shape those that she creates for 
her characters. Elaine may not have the scientific know-how to 
fix climate change, but can she come up with a more useful story 
to explain the state of things than the one she’s been learning in 
school—even if that tale is just for her?

 Mather’s prose, as narrated by the profane, flippant, and 
often hilarious Elaine, is vibrant and surprising. Here, the pro-
tagonist makes one of her many allusions to her favorite movie, 
Aliens, which is, for her, a Bible-like font of parables: “Ripley 
never begged Hicks to love her. Even when she says to him, If 
an alien gets me, you gotta promise to kill me so I don’t end up 
impregnated and with an alien bursting out of my chest….He 
just says, ‘If it comes to that, I’ll do us both….’ But she never 
begs.” The story is a thrilling read right from the beginning. As 
soon as Elaine is allowed to quit school, the normal rules seem 
no longer to apply. The tale eschews standard YA tropes and 
plot structure, taking Elaine and readers in unexpected direc-
tions. By the time readers are consuming Elaine’s novel along-
side Mather’s, it will be clear that they are experiencing a work 
of unusual depth and ambition. It is a climate change novel, yes, 
but it’s a book about so much more: angst, idealism, self-discov-
ery, and reclaiming the world by reclaiming the narrative.

A bold and inventive environmental tale with a strik-
ing protagonist. 
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A HOUSE DIVIDED
Slavery and American 
Politics From the 
Constitution to the Civil War
McNitt, Ben
Stackpole Books (504 pp.) 
$32.95  |  $31.00 e-book  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-0-8117-3977-1

A journalist surveys the role of slav-
ery in U.S. history.

Despite dramatic shifts in interpre-
tations of the nation’s past, there remains a persistent narra-
tive that minimizes the role of slavery in the nation’s founding, 
reducing the “peculiar institution” to having only “episodic 
influence in the nation’s life,” as McNitt puts it. This sweeping 
narrative history of the United States from the signing of the 
Constitution to the Civil War seeks to dismantle this false view, 
emphasizing the “continuous pull slavery had on the nation’s 
political life” during that era in both the North and South. He 
also constantly reminds readers of Black men and women in 
America who were agitators, warriors, and participants in the 
nation’s political debates. Tellingly, as the book opens in Phila-
delphia’s Independence Hall with the Founding Fathers deliber-
ating the nascent Constitution, McNitt draws readers’ attention 
to another figure in the room: Billy Lee, a Black “body servant” 
enslaved by the Constitutional Convention’s president, George 
Washington. Black abolitionists, such as Frederick Douglass, 
who spent their lives fighting political battles against slavery, 
and men such as Nat Turner, who violently lashed out against 
the enslaving regime, receive ample coverage. McNitt also nota-
bly offers deliberate, precise descriptions of the South, which 
will remind readers that accounts that paint it as a monolithi-
cally backward region erase the story of its Black inhabitants, 
who made up a majority of its population. As CNN’s former 
Cairo bureau chief and Middle East correspondent, McNitt 
shows a sharp ability to distill decades of complicated material 
into an approachable story that carefully balances nuance with 
readability. Although there’s not much new here that academic 
historians will find revelatory, it’s an ideal history for general 
audiences that effectively incorporates contemporary scholar-
ship. The endeavor is complemented by a rich assortment of 
images, including paintings of presidents and reproductions of 
primary sources, that make for an engaging read.

A skillfully written account of the American past that chal-
lenges persistent, Whitewashed tropes.

GOODNIGHT STAR, WHOEVER 
YOU ARE
Meltzer, Jodi
Illus. by Camarra, Jody King 
Mascot Books (38 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-64543-897-7

In this picture book, a boy is comforted 
with the knowledge that love endures.

After a great day at the beach with his mom, the young nar-
rator notices a star in the darkening sky that seems to follow 
him. Rubbing his eyes in disbelief doesn’t make it go away. His 
mother is too busy driving to look, but she explains that the 
star’s distance creates an optical illusion, according to science. 
But, she adds, her personal belief is that such a star signifies that 
someone you love, even if absent, continues to care for you. A 
star may be temporarily obscured in the daytime or by a cloud, 
but it is still there. Remembering those he’s lost—his father, 
grandmother, and cat—the boy feels the brightness always pres-
ent in the dark. In her second picture book, Meltzer offers a 
simple, powerful metaphor for the unbreakable bonds that 
persist past death in terms kids can understand. Compassion-
ate but not saccharine, the book’s lyricism matches its hopeful 
message. Camarra, who also illustrated Meltzer’s previous pic-
ture book, combines rich swatches of color with images seem-
ingly collaged from paper scraps in an exuberant, appealing faux 
naif style. An “I Remember” page for readers to write down 
memories of the departed is included.

Poetic, inspiring, and beautifully illustrated.  

OF DREAMS AND ANGELS
Morrison, Jared
Self (407 pp.) 
$8.99 e-book  |  May 22, 2021

A businessman who’s sworn off love 
searches for the woman he’s literally 
been dreaming about in this debut novel.

Canadian Joe Riley, 37, has spent 
nearly two decades avoiding serious 
relationships. The workaholic, with his 
own private wealth management prac-

tice, prefers going on solitary hikes and living alone. Then a 
strange woman monopolizes his dreams. These are more than 
lucid dreams; Joe sees through her eyes and feels what she 
does. When awake, he can’t get her out of his mind, completely 
derailing his busy routine. Advice from a psychologist and even 
a medium only convinces him that the woman of his dreams is 
real. So he learns all he can about her: She’s Claire, a divorced 
Englishwoman with three kids and a cheating ex. After making 
the unprecedented decision to take a California vacation, Joe 
suddenly changes his mind—and his destination. Surely, it can’t 
be that hard to find a newspaper writer named Claire in Britain. 
He scours bylines and makes phone calls once in London, but 
what will he say if they’re face to face? While explaining what 
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led him to her is one thing, there’s the possibility that Joe is 
already in love. Morrison delivers a grounded, absorbing roman-
tic tale. Ample discussions of love do sometimes spin off into 
clichés, which are no less formulaic with characters continually 
acknowledging them. (“ ‘I know this sounds utterly cliché, if 
not painfully cheesy, but I feel like I’ve known you longer than 
these few weeks,’ Claire said.”) Nevertheless, the author offers 
a refreshingly realistic narrative approach. Both Joe and Claire, 
for example, willingly succumb to romance while plagued with 
endless doubts that such a relationship can last. Two people 
fearing the prospect of love does make for a heart-rending story, 
especially in the latter half. But humorous details provide relief, 
such as Joe naming his inner voices (for instance, perpetually 
cynical Roger). Morrison moreover sets his novel in the late 
1990s, sparking such memorable scenes as Joe trying out this 
thing called the “World Wide Web.”

An appealing love story that’s both sentimental and 
down-to-earth.

THE SOLDIERS’ PERSPECTIVE
Murrell, Phillip
Self (481 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $3.95 e-book  |  Jan. 1, 2021
979-8-57-700482-8

Murrell offers an SF novel that con-
fronts the senselessness and brutality 
of war in a tale of conflict between two 
alien races.

T’az, a leader in the Outsystem Alli-
ance, which has scarce resources, and 
Sare, a reservist in the army of the rela-

tively comfortable society of Gemma, could not be more dif-
ferent men, as they represent a clash of social norms and values. 
Yet it’s through the stories of these two individuals that Murrell 
unfolds his narrative of the tragedy of combat and highlights 
the ties that bind all sentient creatures. As T’az and his Shadow 
Squad lead a raid to steal medical salve from a Gemma facility 
to save injured Outsystem soldiers, he finds himself a pawn in 
a political game. And when Ungul Roma, the power-hungry 
leader of the Outsystem Alliance, sacrifices the lives of scien-
tists in exchange for a military partnership, he fans the flames of 
nationalism, inciting a war that will engulf multiple planets and 
cultures. The resulting conflict will cost countless lives, tearing 
apart families and victimizing refugees. Murrell frames such 
violence as a trap from which no combatant truly escapes, and 
he calls into question the morality of any kind of war, charac-
terizing it as a tool of the elite. As the novel closes, both T’az 
and Sare recognize in each other the valor of the soldier and 
the futility of the violence that has cost their people so much. 
Readers seeking an action-packed story will find themselves 
enthralled by Murrell’s work, which contains numerous com-
bat sequences filled with futuristic technology. That said, the 
violence in the book can be graphic and may be too intense for 
some readers. However, there’s much more to Murrell’s work 
than scenes involving armor and robotics. Although his pages 

offer readers compelling creatures and cultures, the heart of the 
story is found in universal values, including love, freedom, and 
equality. The author also asks readers to examine how biases 
can make one unable to see other people’s beauty and dignity. 

An engaging examination of war that’s both futuristic 
and timeless. 

A HAND TO HOLD IN 
DEEP WATER
Nocher, Shawn
Blackstone Publishing (483 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jun. 22, 2021
978-1-09-409521-9

A young mother returns home in the 
face of a crisis and uncovers her family’s 
troubled past in this debut novel.

Nocher’s book begins with 5-year-old 
Tasha asking her mother, Lacey Cher-
rymill, where her grandmother is. Lacey 

can only respond, “I just don’t know.” In fact, Lacey’s mother, 
May, abandoned her, leaving her with her stepfather, a kind-
hearted farmer named Willy. Although Willy raised Lacey as 
his own child, he still feels “gullies” between them. After a long 
time away, Lacey visits Willy’s Maryland farm and seems to want 
to escape her stressful job, but soon the first of many truths is 
revealed: Tasha has leukemia and a long road of treatments 
nearby is about to begin. Willy’s farm soon becomes the base 
for disjointed family members striving to support one another, 
including Lacey’s ex-boyfriend Mac—Tasha’s father—and his 
daughter from a former marriage. Even as they all grow closer 
and Lacey and Willy find surprising promise for new relation-
ships, the specter of May and the question of why she left them 
to fend for themselves persist. Nocher alternates between the 
present day and May’s own journal entries dating from the 1970s, 
which slowly reveal the turbulent and shocking circumstances 
that brought Willy and Lacey together. Between the disturbing 
secrets hidden in May’s journal and Tasha’s heartbreaking medi-
cal ordeals—such as the child asking Lacey if they can glue her 
hair back on later—the author does not pull any tragic punches. 
But readers ready to shed more than a few tears will find a wealth 
of complex characters. Willy and Lacey have a relationship that 
feels both unlikely and entirely real, while May’s journal entries, 
written in the voice of a lost teenage mother, are as authentic as 
they are haunting.

A devastating family drama driven by engrossing and 
believable characters.  
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“May’s journal entries, written in the voice of a lost teenage 
mother, are as authentic as they are haunting.”

a hand to hold in deep water
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THE WOLF BOY
Osherson, Sam
Adelaide Books (416 pp.) 
$22.30 paper  |  $9.77 e-book
Feb. 25, 2020
978-1-951896-59-1

Osherson’s historical novel chroni-
cles a clash between Carthaginians and 
Romans more than 2,000 years ago.

The story opens with a battlefield at 
Cannae in August of 216 B.C.E. Assessing 

the upcoming battle are two men: the famed Carthaginian gen-
eral Hannibal and his servant Nahatum, an orphaned child known 
as “The Wolf Boy” (“that’s what they’d called him when his guards 
caught him trying to steal from his tent two years ago back in Ibe-
ria”). Although their status in their society couldn’t be more dif-
ferent, these two men become inextricably linked over the course 
of the novel as they work to defeat the Romans in combat and 
through plundering. Osherson switches between the two char-
acters’ third-person perspectives; Nahatum is shown to initially 
revere Hannibal: “Hannibal’s gray eyes blazed, as a lion when he 
spotted his prey. And the boy burned with desire to be a lion too, 

to make his master proud.” Although Hannibal is a formidable 
master with a voice, when angry, that’s like “a lash,” he trusts 
Nahatum. Things become complicated, though, when Solyphos, 
Hannibal’s scribe, teaches Nahatum how to read and write and he 
achieves a certain power among his fellow Carthaginians due to 
his literacy. The Carthaginians eventually succumb to suspicion, 
betrayal, and extraordinary violence, making readers question if 
their enemy is an outsider or within their own ranks. Osherson’s 
writing can be quite vivid, and at times, it tilts toward the surreal, 
as in a description of an imminent conflict: “Suddenly, the birds 
seemed to all sing at once, to bring the morning light with their 
calls….Those were signals. And then the trees all around seemed 
to uproot and hurl themselves down the hill.” Overall, the prose 
is best when it’s rooted in the natural world or specific details of 
the time period. That said, Osherson is occasionally prone to cli-
chés, such as “the guards threw the boy into the tent like a sack of 
potatoes.” Still, the story’s clipped pace and the complexity of the 
two main characters make up for such minor flaws.

A colorful tale of the brutality of war and the fragility 
of trust.

TO BRING MY SHADOW
Phillips, Matt
All Due Respect (274 pp.)
$16.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book 
Jul. 15, 2021
978-1-64396-222-1

In this hard-boiled crime novel, a 
California detective tries to connect the 
murder of a drug cartel enforcer with the 
killing of an entire family.

Frank Pinson’s life is an unholy 
mess—he’s an alcoholic; his wife of 25 years, Miranda, recently 
killed herself; and he’s estranged from his two kids. Neverthe-
less, he’s a homicide detective in San Diego, and so when some-
one is murdered, he shows up for work. Frank and his partner, 
Slade “Skinny” Ryerson, catch a gruesome case—a man is found 
stuffed into an oil barrel, shot, and mutilated. They discover his 
name is Enrico Frederico Pablo Castaneda, and, judging by the 
tattoo on his neck, he was part of a drug cartel. The young man 
who found him, Turner Malcolm, volunteers some apparently 
irrelevant information—he’s heard about a family that was 
murdered and buried, and his tip turns out to be solid. Mark 
Jacoby, a real estate developer, and his wife and daughter disap-
peared. Frank and Slade locate them—dead and interred—and 
are convinced their murders are connected to Castaneda’s. Phil-
lips constructs a complex but grippingly lurid tale that artfully 
follows the ligature that binds the killing of a cartel henchman 
to a grander political conspiracy. In many ways, the book is the 
formulaic expression of a very specific literary genre—Pinson is 
a cynical and emotionally distraught man who pours the waning 
energy and decency he has left into his ghastly job. In fact, the 
author’s prose is so conspicuously evocative of this literary type 
it often seems like intentional self-parody: “Plenty of beauty 
out here in the devil’s playground. But that’s a twisted hell, too. 
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Because every second somebody’s got to die.” Nonetheless, this 
remains an intelligently conceived and executed crime drama, 
and what it lacks in originality, it compensates for with a capti-
vating story and well-drawn characters.

A thrilling addition to an old but still vital literary genre. 

WHEN SHE COMES BACK
A Memoir
Plank, Ronit
Motina Books (230 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
May 11, 2021
978-1-94-506026-7
978-1-94-506019-9 paper

A woman recalls her childhood after 
her mother left the family to become a 
follower of a controversial Indian guru in 

this debut memoir.
Plank was 6 years old when her mother decided to attend 

guru Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh’s now infamous ashram in Pune, 
India. In 1978, the author and her younger sister, Nava, were 
reunited with their estranged father at Newark Airport before 
their mother boarded a plane for the subcontinent. The book 
skips back in time to recount how Plank’s Jewish parents met 
while training to work on a kibbutz. The author was born in 
Israel and spent her early years on the kibbutz before her par-
ents returned to the United States, where they struggled to 
adapt to the “maelstrom of tasks” in their new lives. Follow-
ing her parents’ divorce, Plank’s mother yearned for freedom 
and headed for India, leaving her children to be raised by their 
father in Newark and, later, Queens. After returning to America, 
the author’s mother left the family again to attend Bhagwan’s 
Oregon ashram. Recounting her journey to reconciliation, 
Plank discusses her sense of abandonment and attempts to 
comprehend her mother’s decisions. Interest in Bhagwan has 
been reignited in recent years due to Netflix’s Wild Wild Coun-
try. Fans of the documentary series will glean little insider 
knowledge in these pages about what happened in Bhagwan’s 
ashrams, although in the final chapter, Plank recalls confront-
ing her reticent mother with the statement: “But you know 
some people call him the Sex Guru.” Instead, this memoir 
focuses on how the shock waves of parental decisions resonate 
outward to impact families. The author expertly explains com-
plex emotions, such as a sense of resilience when recognizing 
she was being pitied: “It felt like pity, like she saw something 
serious and sad about me and the way I was growing up. I didn’t 
have room to hold onto those kinds of feelings; I couldn’t afford 
them.” Plank is also fiercely straight-talking; when pondering 
the implausibility of Bhagwan’s rhetoric, she remarks: “I have 
to wonder where my mother’s bullshit detector had gone.” The 
result is a frank, sharply written memoir that explores child-
hood anguish—although it may not be the exposé that some 
readers may have hoped for.

An intimate, intuitive, emotionally vivid family account 
that finds hope in reconciliation.

DRAGONS WALK AMONG US
Rice, Dan
Wild Rose Press (366 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  5.99 e-book  |  Jul. 19, 2021
978-1-50-923655-8

Debut author Rice offers an allegori-
cal YA fantasy novel about the transfor-
mative power of self-love.

Savvy, coffee-loving teenager Allison 
Lee is strong beyond her years. The bira-
cial girl faces open discrimination and 
also copes with her apparent abandon-

ment by her mother, who disappeared several years ago. She’s 
developed a keen sense of social justice along with a skill for 
photography. When a mysterious stalker hits her over the head, 
leaving her blind, she turns to an experimental eye-surgery pro-
cedure that forever changes her view of the world. Once, Alli-
son saw her camera as her window to the truth; now, with her 
naked eye, she’s able to see mythological creatures that aren’t 
visible to other humans and that fight to protect their way of 
life. Allison’s ability results in her embarking on a dangerous 
adventure as she discovers her own highly unusual dragon-hunt-
ing legacy. She faces mortal peril as she protects humans and 
other creatures from a violent, otherworldly onslaught. Along 
the way, she also gets in touch with her own physical and emo-
tional resilience. Although dragons play a central role in Rice’s 
work, the heart of the narrative is found in simple humanity and 
in a celebration of differences. Throughout, characters demon-
strate emotional growth as they confront their limiting beliefs 
about others and embrace a sense of family. The story addresses 
serious, socially relevant subject matter, such as discrimination, 
poverty, and bullying, but it’s never preachy; indeed, it has a 
lighthearted tone that will resonate with adolescent readers. It 
concludes on an affirming, heartfelt note that will leave readers 
thoroughly satisfied yet also curious about the future of Rice’s 
magical fictional world.

An inspirational and socially relevant fantasy.

SOMETIMES WHEN I’M MAD
Serani, Deborah 
Illus. by Teis, Kyra
Free Spirit Publishing (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 21, 2021
978-1-63-198609-3

A child copes with anger in this pic-
ture book.

Using the refrain “Sometimes when I’m mad,” a girl 
explains what happens when “everything goes wrong.” Mama 
says, “Sometimes when we’re mad, it’s because we can’t con-
trol what’s happening,” advising her to focus on what she “can 
control.” Working on a puzzle makes the girl feel better. When 
she is mad because “nothing feels right,” like her “socks are too 
scratchy,” Papa tells her: “When we feel mad, we may be tired.” 
Following a nap, she feels less irritated. After she notes, “When 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“A resourceful, expertly written tale that explores 
and validates children’s emotions.”

sometimes when i ’m mad
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I’m mad, my body doesn’t feel good,” she receives a soothing 
hug from Grandma. When the girl reacts in ways “that don’t 
help,” such as yelling at her brother, Grandpa suggests apolo-
gizing. On the playground, the girl doesn’t know “how to act.” 
Her teacher points out: “Sometimes when we’re mad, it’s hard 
to understand…what we’re feeling and why.” He recommends 
talking to a trusted person. Chatting with Mama improves the 
girl’s mood. The story portrays realistic scenarios that will reso-
nate with readers. Serani, a psychologist, utilizes approachable 
language and helpful examples that demonstrate tools and cop-
ing skills. The insights are ideal for kids and adults. Teis’ graphic 
illustrations, which depict an Asian American family, have an 
unusual, photographic quality. They thoughtfully emphasize 
the girl’s emotions and body language, as when she sits alone 
feeling “icky and tricky.” Many feature colorful backdrops with 
textures like scratches and lines.

A resourceful, expertly written tale that explores and vali-
dates children’s emotions.

THE FIELD AGENT
Twells, R.S.
Manuscript

A secret agent’s life changes after the 
traumatic death of the person closest to 
him in Twells’ debut novel.

Bennet and his twin brother, Collin, 
are no ordinary teenagers. They work for 
the Orphanage, a top-secret organization 
that took them when they were just infants, 
after their parents died in a car accident. 

Collin always had the brawn and skill for field work, but Bennet was 
always much more suited to a tech-oriented role as the person giv-
ing instructions to agents over an earpiece. Bennet’s life shatters, 

however, when his sibling dies on assignment. Overcome with 
grief, he finds himself reminded of his brother whenever he 
looks in the mirror or sees Collin’s girlfriend, Darcy, who’s an 
assassin for the Orphanage. During a therapy session, Bennet 
comes to the realization that he wants to be strong, just like his 
brother was, and he decides to enlist the help of Darcy to reach 
his goal of proving himself as a field agent. His newfound desire 
is a far cry from his original wish to work at Google, where he 
could “eat whatever I want, when I want” and take advantage of 
their nap pods. In her debut novel, Twells offers a riveting story 
with characters that aren’t perfect but have depth, raw emotion, 
and a sense of purpose that keeps them firmly connected to each 
other. Readers will root for Bennet to succeed in his new plan to 
become a better person. Although he shows a certain degree of 
self-absorption as he trains, Darcy and his best friend, Chuck, 
call him out on it, and he does show maturity and growth as the 
novel progresses. Twells effectively shows how he confronts his 
weaknesses and becomes aware of his shortcomings in order to 
move forward; however, the book also points out that he can’t 
reject or deny everything he learned in the past.

An engaging spy novel about self-improvement.

THE CRY OF THE LAKE
Tyler, Charlie
Self (261 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Jun. 9, 2020
979-8-64-675861-4

A deadly scandal strikes an English 
village in this debut thriller.

Grace Bradshaw runs the Lake View 
Cafe in the village of Oakford. Her lover, 
Tom Marchant, owns the cafe and is also 
a school therapist. Grace’s 16-year-old 
daughter, Lily, is a friend and classmate 

of Tom’s daughter, Flo. Outwardly, Grace is fashionable, perky, 
and seems like quite a catch. But she has just murdered Amelie 
Townsend, a student who recently sought Tom’s professional 
help. Lily, who by choice doesn’t speak, helps dispose of the 
body in the nearby lake. Investigating Amelie’s disappearance 
is DS Annie Harper, who happens to be Tom’s former flame. 
With many believing that Amelie ran off with a boy, Grace’s 
scheme runs accordingly. Years ago and under different names, 
Grace and Lily received help from Tom after a family tragedy. 
Yet Grace has sworn revenge against Tom. Becoming his wife 
will make her retribution that much sweeter. As the village 
celebrates Monarchy Day, everyone gathers by the lake. Then 
a body washes ashore, causing chaos. When Grace becomes 
more dangerously erratic, Lily must decide between a life with 
no voice or a break with the tragic past. Tyler’s novel throbs 
with a gothic heart, from the madness and hidden relations 
lurking beneath genteel exteriors to Flo’s love of the band the 
Cure. Readers new to the thriller genre may be thrown by a 
narrative that paints in character and plot details briskly and 
selectively. Chapters narrated by Grace, Lily, and Flo alternate. 
Grace—the villainous architect here—often reveals the most 
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straightforward information. Her depictions of others are also 
entertainingly savage, as in this line about Annie, who’s “pen-
cil thin” from “a diet of loneliness.” The cast’s shared past is 
grim, if convoluted, and the sinister appearance of Uncle Frank 
Fanshawe proves devastating. The author does lean on Grace’s 
unstable personality to juice the plot. Nevertheless, well-placed 
flashbacks and a high body count generate momentum seasoned 
authors may envy.

A spryly written murder tale unafraid to take risks.

JUST A GIRL IN THE WHIRL
Wood, Annie
Speaking Volumes (247 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Mar. 29, 2021
978-1-64-540447-7

A teenage poet, burdened by her 
dysfunctional family, reaches a breaking 
point in this YA novel.

When Lauren’s father, an actor and 
addict, left the family and her mother’s 
bipolar condition worsened, she was left 

to run the household and protect and care for her mom and 
younger sisters while also attending high school. The teen’s nar-
ration is consistently compelling as she struggles to cope: “I’ve 
only been on this planet for seventeen years, nine months, and 
eight days, and I’m already exhausted. But I hate complaining….
Everything is fine….I have everything completely, totally, utterly 
handled.” After two years with no help other than her grand-
mother’s financial support, Lauren, an aspiring poet, dreams 
of attending a prestigious writing fellowship when she turns 18. 
But how can she abandon her vulnerable mother and siblings: 
Matty, a hurt, snarky 14-year-old; and sweet Sara, who’s 4? When 
her father suddenly reappears, she feels anger, skepticism, and 
hope, by turns—but change comes only when Lauren attempts 
to redefine herself and escape her burden. There’s nothing glib 
about the protagonist’s emotional journey in this work by play-
wright/novelist Wood. Lauren resents that her parents’ difficul-
ties have forced her to become the family’s responsible parental 
figure. She’s embarrassed by her mother’s happy whirling in 
grocery-store aisles and by the fact that she has to retrieve her, 
half-dressed, from a public fountain. Yet the author also makes 
it clear that although Lauren yearns not to be her family’s “fixer,” 
she also cares too much about her family to relinquish the role. 
The teen movingly shows compassion and empathy for her 
mother, seeing the confusion and fear underneath her mother’s 
exuberance. Her annoyance at adolescent Matty’s sarcasm is 
tempered, too, by her understanding of the anger that motivates 
it. Wood also ably gets across the emotion in Lauren’s frank 
observations, her word-of-the-day journaling, her e.e. cum-
mings–inspired poetry, and her recurring visions of “Dream Lau-
ren” in her sleep. Finally, she skillfully frames Lauren’s defining 
moment of freedom.

A well-crafted and resonant novel about an overburdened 
teenage girl’s journey toward self-realization.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“A well-crafted and resonant novel about an overburdened 
teenage girl’s journey toward self-realization.”

just a girl in the whirl
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Fu l ly  B o o k e d
BY MEGAN LABRISE
Episode 219: Elissa Washuta, author of White Magic (Tin House), on writing 
nonfiction that challenges readers’ expectations:

“One thing that I have learned over the course of my writing career 
is that if I’m going to be doing something new and unfamiliar to many 
of my readers—usually formally—I need to meet them somewhere. I 
need to have a sense of what expectations they might be bringing to 
the work, what potential effects my choices will have on their read-
ing. Ultimately, I do want the reader to have a good experience with 
the book, I want them to be surprised. I want them to feel their curi-
osity engaged, I want them to feel that experience of magic that I’m 
trying to tell them about.…[So I] thought, what if I just tell the reader 
what I want them to do?…What if I just tell the reader how the book 
is structured?”

Episode 225: Katie Kitamura, author of Intimacies (Riverhead), on writing fiction in first-person 
point of view:

“I always found first person for a long time very difficult and fraught. I think I worry 
that it would make the necessary gap between me as I am in the world and the char-
acter on the page feel like it wasn’t there. And I think I also was nervous of the kind of 
authority that first person can seem to have—a sense of telling this is the only version 
of events that you’re going to get.…For me, I think, first person really popped open 
when I started to think about it as a form that would allow me to put the kind of ques-
tioning, the kind of activity of a mind figuring things out, on the page, which is really 
I think, fundamentally, what I’m interested in—in fiction—and interested in in the 
first person—is to capture the kind of movement of a mind trying to figure things out. 
Often, in my fiction, that mind is, I think, very uncertain about things…always looking 
at things from multiple angles.”

M
arcus Jackson

Clayton Cubitt

Elissa Washuta

Katie Kitamura

Recent highlights from Kirkus’ weekly books podcast

Episode 224: Helen Ellis, author of Bring Your Baggage and Don’t Pack Light (Doubleday), on 
recording her own audiobook:

“I write nonfiction like I would just tell you a story. So I know how things are supposed 
to sound, and it’s me sharing with you what I shared with my friends. So I really think 
about it, when I’m in a recording booth, like I’m just telling one of my best friends. And I 
am a little bit animated in how I tell a story—although I will say, several times my direc-
tor had to tell me ‘slow down’ or ‘could you please step away from the mic when you yell 

“you dumb bitch!” ’…It happens three times, and let me tell you—I have never been so 
happy than to yell ‘you dumb bitch’ and call it literature.”

Editor at large Megan Labrise is the host of the Fully Booked podcast. Find new episodes 
every Tuesday on Apple Podcasts and Spotify or at kirkusreviews.com/podcast.

Yoli Cotray

Helen Ellis
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Happy people, given their way, do not often pick up and leave their 
homelands to live among strangers—especially happy people who live on 
sprawling mountaintop estates and enjoy wealth and privilege. So it was 
with the García family, descended of conquistadores and Spanish nobility, 
long accustomed to a life of culture and influence in a Dominican Repub-
lic under the thumb of the dictator Rafael Trujillo. But when Dr. Carlos 
García, the paterfamilias, falls afoul of the regime, he must go—and with 
him his wife and four young daughters.

They arrive in a bewildering new land of skyscrapers and huge cars. 
Still, as Yolanda, chief among her sibling equals, learns, it’s a place where, 
once the Garcías learn the language, they can do pretty much as they 
please: “In the old country,” realizes their mother, “any whisper of a chal-

lenge to authority could bring the secret police in their black V.W.’s. But this was America. People could say 
what they thought.”

Yolanda, the first of the daughters whom we meet in Julia Alvarez’s debut novel, How the García Girls Lost 
Their Accents, published in 1991, is never shy about speaking her mind. She is the first of the girls to master the 
new language, learning words such as laundromat, corn flakes, subway, snow. The last 
item gives her a moment of trouble, for, as she recounts, “Soon I picked up enough 
English to understand holocaust was in the air.” It was the time of the Cuban missile 
crisis, and when Yolanda sees her first snowflake fall outside her parochial school 
classroom window, she cries out, “Bomb! Bomb!” It’s a mistake she will not repeat, 
instructed by the nun in charge that every snowflake is unique, “like a person, irre-
placeable and beautiful.”

Yolanda, said to be the author’s alter ego, takes that observation and runs with it. 
So, in their own ways, do her sisters, Carla, Sandra, and Sofia. Subjected to discrimi-
nation as immigrants with, yes, accents, hounded as unwanted invaders by “Irish kids 
whose grandparents had been micks,” they stand out in other ways, overcoming ado-
lescent angst and experimentation with drugs and sex (it being the late 1960s now) 
to raise families of their own and take up jobs and lives as modern American women. Dr. García, accustomed 
to an autocratic rule of his own over the household, is a touch lost by all this. “I don’t want loose women in my 
family,” he blusters, to which Alvarez adds, “Warnings were delivered communally, for even though there was 
usually the offending daughter of the moment, every woman’s character could use extra scolding.”

The Island, as the Garcías call their homeland, always lurks in the background. After Trujillo falls, Dr. Gar-
cía wants to return, but the girls have taken to their new home, even as Yolanda, visiting the Island in her 30s, 
discovers “what she has been missing all these years without knowing that she has been missing it.” The Gar-
cías may experience unhappy moments of cultural collision, but, Alvarez makes plain in her charming tale of 
one-time strangers in a strange land, it’s now their country as much as anyone’s.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.
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APPRECIATIONS  |  Gregory McNamee

Julia Alvarez and the García Girls

Julia Alvarez

Sara Eichner




