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As we were editing this issue in mid-August, news broke that author 
Salman Rushdie had been attacked at a lecture in western New York state. 
The story sent shock waves through the literary community—a stark 
reminder that violence can lurk in the corners of literary debate. Rushdie is 
the author of many novels and works of nonfiction and is most celebrated 
for his 1981 novel, Midnight’s Children, a kaleidoscopic epic of Indian life 
after independence that won the Booker Prize as well as two subsequent 
honors, the Booker of Bookers in 1993 and the Best of the Booker in 2008.

But looming over the August assault was another 
Rushdie novel: 1988’s The Satanic Verses. Like Rushdie’s earlier novels, it was 
a magical realist tale, dealing, among many other subjects, with the nature 
of good and evil and the foundation of Islam as filtered through the fun-
house mirror of the author’s imagination. Kirkus’ contemporary review 
called it “an entertainment in the highest sense of that much-exploited 
word.” The book made international news after inspiring protests and, 
fatefully, a fatwa—an edict issued by Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini declaring 
the novel to be a blasphemy against Islam and calling for the author’s death. 

At the time of the book’s U.S. release, I was just out of college and work-
ing at Asian Books, a specialty bookshop (now long closed) in Cambridge, Massachusetts. For 
someone interested in Asian culture and history, as I was, it was a thrilling place to work—we 
carried a vast range of books, many of them hard to find elsewhere, about East Asia, South and 
Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. Faculty at local universities sent their students to the store 
to purchase books for their classes, and the books in the sections on Islam and Middle Eastern 
religions were among the most sought after. The shop’s owners did not see it as a contradiction 
that we also stocked—and prominently displayed—The Satanic Verses, though I’m certain there 
were closed-door discussions to which I was not privy. Threats—and actual attacks—against 
bookstores did, in fact, occur.

The fatwa upended Rushdie’s life. In the wake of last month’s attack, I 
turned to the author’s 2012 memoir, Joseph Anton, a fascinating account of 
the controversy and his years of living in hiding, under state protection and 
with the assumed name of the book’s title, a nod to two favorite writers, 
Joseph Conrad and Anton Chekhov. (The book also offers great insight into 
Rushdie’s background, how he came to write The Satanic Verses, and what the 
book meant to him.) Eventually, Rushdie moved to New York and began to 
live more openly; in 2004, he became president of PEN America, a non-
profit organization defending freedom of expression. Reading the memoir—

already written at a remove from the events of the late ’80s, when The Satanic Verses made global 
headlines—was an uncanny reminder that the dark human urges to suppress literature and per-
petrate violence are always with us, even when out of sight.

Cover photo by 
Jon W. Johnson

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK  |  Tom Beer

salman rushdie, back in the news
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HESTER
Albanese, Laurie Lico
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-2502-7855-5  

This novel reimagines The Scarlet 
Letter from the point of view of a woman 
who might have inspired Hester Prynne.

Isobel Gamble is still a teenager 
when she emigrates from her native 
Scotland to Salem, Massachusetts, with 

her much older husband, Edward. Isobel comes from a long line 
of women with secret knowledge—her namesake is an ances-
tor known as Isobel Gowdie, Queen of Witches. But she’s been 
taught since childhood to mask such knowledge, including her 
synesthesia, a condition that lets her see colors associated with 
sounds and letters. She’s bent her energy to her skill at needle-
work, which has helped her support her family. With Edward, 
who’s an apothecary, she believed she’d made a good marriage—
until they ended up in the poorhouse because of his drug use. 
Salem is their second chance, but almost as soon as they arrive, 
he turns around and goes back to sea as a medic, leaving her 
almost penniless. Isobel gets to work and finds support from 
some people in the community. She also gets to know a tall and 
handsome young fellow named Nat Hathorne, a man she saw 
the day she arrived in town. Isobel is a red-haired beauty, and 
Nat’s interest in her quickly turns into flirtation and more. The 
Salem witch trials are more than a century in the past, but Nat, 
an aspiring poet, is haunted by the role of his great-great-grand-
father, John Hathorne, one of the most implacable judges in the 
trials. The trials haunt this book, too, woven through its story 
of Isobel, a woman who bears the bigotry of the town because 
she’s an immigrant and a woman whose husband may have 
deserted her. The author has incorporated plentiful research 
about the witch trials and, in Isobel’s present, the Underground 
Railroad. The rich details of life in Salem in the early 19th cen-
tury, and especially about Isobel’s creative work as a seamstress 
and designer, enliven the tale.

Nathaniel Hawthorne plays an unexpected role in this 
lively fictional look at the origins of his masterpiece.

fiction
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DR. NO 
Everett, Percival 
Graywolf (232 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-64445-208-0 
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MEREDITH, ALONE
Alexander, Claire
Grand Central Publishing (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5387-0994-8  

An agoraphobic Glasgow woman 
works to heal her family-based trauma so 
she can reconnect with the world and the 
people she loves.

As of Nov. 14, 2018, Meredith Maggs 
hasn’t left her house in 1,214 days. She 

has created a fairly healthy routine to her days—freelance 
writing, exercise, baking, doing jigsaw puzzles, having ses-
sions with Diane the counselor—but she rarely interacts with 
anyone in person other than her best friend, Sadie, and Sadie’s 
kids. When Tom McDermott, from a “befriending charity” 
called Holding Hands, shows up on her doorstep one day, her 
initial instinct is to ghost him to avoid future meetings; to her 
surprise, he becomes a consistent visitor, a jigsaw partner, an 

appreciative audience for her baking, and, eventually, a friend. 
At the same time, via an online chat room, she meets Celeste, 
who discloses that she has recently been sexually assaulted. 
Meredith offers her support online, gradually taking the step 
to invite Celeste into her home. Meredith knows that in order 
to truly open herself to these new opportunities, she must 
reconcile with her sister, Fiona, who was her protector and 
best friend growing up. However, they fell out and have barely 
spoken for years. When Fiona reaches out with her own cri-
sis, Meredith is finally able to begin healing from the trauma 
at the root of her agoraphobia. Alexander creates a winning 
heroine in Meredith and likable characters in her kind friends; 
this type of mental illness is not frequently highlighted or 
discussed, and while Meredith’s experience predates the pan-
demic, there are, of course, echoes of sympathy for those who 
were isolated at home or who continue to be anxious about 
leaving their homes for this uncertain world.

An optimistic, feel-good novel that might just soothe some 
post-Covid angst.
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There are so many great books com-
ing out this month—first novels and 
60-something novels; books set in 
Berlin, Texas, and the Hamptons; 
books rife with horror, romance, and 
reflection. Here are a few to look out 
for.

Sojourn by Amit Chaudhuri (New 
York Review Books, Sept. 6): As in 
the fiction of Teju Cole, Chaudhuri’s 
narrator walks and thinks. An Indian 

writer who’s arrived in Berlin as a visiting professor, he 
ponders Kenzaburo Oe, who once stayed in the same flat 
where he’s been put up; he soaks up the city’s history. The 
book “grips the mind,” according to our starred review, 
which calls Chaudhuri “a masterful writer in his own sub-
tle, thoughtful, demanding genre.”

The Means by Amy Fusselman (Mariner, Sept. 6): Man-
hattan stay-at-home-mother Shelly Means wants a house 
in the Hamptons even if it’s made out of used shipping 
containers. All, of course, will not go smoothly. Our 
starred review says that with its “deadpan absurdity, pithy 
prose, and moral je ne sais quoi,” this book is “a trenchant 
comedy of class and the way we live now.”

Fairy Tale by Stephen King 
(Scribner, Sept. 6): Maine teenager 
Charlie Reade befriends his neigh-
bor Mr. Bowditch, who warns him 
away from the shed in his backyard: 
It’s “Narnia on the Penobscot,” as 
our starred review says, with “a 
whole bunch of people—well, sort 
of people, anyway—who’d like 
nothing better than to bring their 
special brand of evil up to our 
world’s surface.”

Act of Oblivion by Robert Harris (Harper, Sept. 13): For 
his latest thriller, Harris heads back to 17th-century Eng-
land and New England as the fictional Richard Nayler 
tracks the real-life fugitives Edward Whalley and William 
Goffe, who helped plot the execution of King Charles I 
after the English civil war. Our starred review says, “The 
deeply researched story is the author’s brilliant reimagin-
ing of real historical events, with sympathetic characters 
and a compelling plot.”

Canción by Eduardo Halfon; translated by Lisa Dill-
man and Daniel Hahn (Bellevue Literary Press, Sept. 20): 
Halfon’s last autobiographical novel, Mourning (2018), 
was a finalist for the Kirkus Prize; in his new book, his 

narrator—like the author, a Gua-
temalan Jew—attends a confer-
ence in Tokyo for Lebanese writ-
ers. “Another minimasterpiece by 
a master of the form,” according 
to our starred review.

The Old Place by Bobby Finger 
(Putnam, Sept. 20): Finger is the 
co-host of the witty microceleb-
rity podcast Who? Weekly, and his 
first novel couldn’t be more differ-
ent: Set in the small town of Bill-
ington, Texas, it tells the story of unhappily retired math 

teacher Mary Alice Roth as she 
finds her way back into a friend-
ship with her next-door neighbor, 
Ellie; their relationship had been 
strained since they both lost their 
sons, one after the other, just af-
ter the boys graduated from high 
school. “A surprising page-turner,” 
says our starred review. “Homey, 
funny, yet with dark corners of an-
ger and grief.”

The Furrows by Namwali Ser-
pell (Hogarth, Sept. 27): Serpell’s first novel, The Old Drift 
(2019), was a 592-page magical realist epic following four 
generations in Zambia. Her new 
book is shorter and more tightly 
focused on one character, Cassan-
dra, whose brother drowned—or 
perhaps disappeared?—from a 
Delaware beach when she was 12 
and he was 7. “If The Old Drift was 
an epic effort to outdo Marquez 
and Rushdie, this slippery yet ad-
mirably controlled novel aspires to 
outdo Toni Morrison, and it earns 
the comparison,” says our starred 
review. “Stylistically refreshing and emotionally intense, 
cementing Serpell’s place among the best writers going.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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HEADLESS WORLD
Ascher/Straus
McPherson & Company (336 pp.)
$19.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2022
978-1-62054-049-7  

The most recent novel collabora-
tively written by Sheila Ascher and Den-
nis Straus under the name Ascher/Straus 
explores a world in which identity is not 
only mutable, but in constant flux.

The opening image of this surreal 
and often baffling novel is an idyllic scene of childhood. There 
is a lake, children, a grandmotherly figure, and a baby experi-
menting with the protolanguage of infancy while he bangs his 
sippy cup against his highchair. The narrative voice, unattached 
to any of these figures, functions in a kind of a documentary-
style overlay that informs the reader of their position in rela-
tion to this scene: “Always from the outside, we feel life gather….
The completeness of life, but only from the outside and from 
a distance.” This position is the one the reader will occupy for 
the rest of this iconoclastic project in which narrative structure, 
character development, even the flow of time take a back seat 
to the pyrotechnics of form. After the brief lakeside prologue, 
the novel restarts in a diner from which a boy named Junior 
with no memory or sense of himself is retrieved by a bumbling 
henchman-type figure named Waldo Bunny, who returns him to 
his mother, Penny. These figures—Junior, Waldo Bunny, Penny, 
and various fathers, among others—reoccur, occupying dif-
ferent relationships to each other and themselves as the book 
builds a gathering sense of the sinister, the occluded, or the 
forgotten rather than an accumulation of chronological scenes. 
The result is confusing. Characters blend into each other or 
perform seemingly significant actions and then abruptly disap-
pear. There is a tendency for the narrative voice to branch off 
into extended similes that obscure the originating object rather 
than illuminate through comparison. For example, when one of 
Junior’s father figures is home alone, he feels his house is like “a 
capsule orbiting and isolated in space—and inside the isolated 
space capsule himself, small and shriveled as the last raisin stuck 
to the bottom of a little two ounce raisin box that’s just been 
emptied into the mouth of an ailing child standing on the side-
walk and waiting to be driven to a hospital where he’ll spend 
years isolated in a pod with food tray and television set.” The 
fact that this image later turns out to provide some situational 
context for one of the more developed plotlines does not excuse 
the lengths the reader is expected to go in order to participate 
in the scene. While there are some moments of real insight, the 
book as a whole reads like an experiment in process that does 
not fully congeal into a project—resulting in a frustrating expe-
rience for even the most patient and open-minded of readers.

This book perplexes without provoking more meaningful 
engagement.

THE PERSONAL ASSISTANT
Belle, Kimberly
Park Row Books (352 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-0-778-33325-8  

An Instagram influencer living in 
Atlanta finds herself at the center of a 
revenge plot—but is it aimed at her or 
her husband?

@UnapologeticallyAlex is many 
things: She’s Alex Hutchinson, 39; mother 

of twin 12-year-olds Penelope and Gigi; a cheerful, supportive 
Instagram influencer who’s proud of herself, pregnancy stretch 
marks and all; and wife to Patrick, 46, a “self-made moneyman” 
and nightly news personality. She is also very, very fake, from her 
perfect photos to her bleached teeth, false eyelashes, and plas-
tic surgery.  The night she hits a million followers on Instagram, 
she gets extremely drunk with AC, her personal assistant, and 
her husband has to put AC into an Uber and pour Alex into bed. 
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When she wakes up the next morning, she’s unexpectedly gone 
viral with a post she made while plastered. @Unapologetically-
Alex has done the opposite of what her fans have come to expect: 
She’s called out a 16-year-old celebrity for being a “two-bit whore” 
with the “brains of a dodo bird.” When she starts thinking about 
damage control, she realizes that AC is missing. And then her life 
starts to unravel—the death and rape threats against her and her 
girls begin and then get worse, she is doxxed, and her husband 
gets more and more evasive as the police look into him in their 
efforts to find the missing AC. Alex’s and Patrick’s stories parallel 
another: Anna Claire is a maid in a divey motel, picked up and 
delivered to work one day by a rich, sunglasses-clad stranger in a 
BMW when her car is put out of commission by a flat. He wines 
and dines her, and she ends up pregnant and laundering money 
for him—moving enormous amounts of cash through the motel 
where she works. The stories touch on murder, torture, implied 
rape, and violent threats without glorifying graphic details.

A thoughtfully written, suspenseful story of intertwined 
lives that draws the reader quickly along to an unexpected 
ending.

BEFORE YOU KNEW MY NAME
Bublitz, Jacqueline
Emily Bestler/Atria (320 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-982-19899-2  

A murder victim guides a young 
woman to a new understanding of her 
life—and to a killer.

The murder of an attractive young 
woman is the foundation on which many 
crime novels are built—a device used too 

often, some might argue. But in her unique first book, Austra-
lian writer Bublitz turns that traditional construct on its head 
with fierce compassion and a welcome dose of feminist outrage. 
The narrator is 18-year-old Alice Lee, whose troubled past in a 
small Wisconsin town sent her fleeing to New York City, where 
she becomes the victim of a terrible crime. But instead of focus-
ing only on the hunt for her killer, Bublitz puts Alice center 
stage. Her spirit filled with sorrow and fury, Alice demands the 
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reader’s attention, assuring us that this is not a story about the 
man who killed her but about her—and young women every-
where whose lives have been cruelly reduced to sensational 
headlines. Before her death, Alice fell in love with the city and 
discovered a fascination with photography. After her murder, 
she attaches herself to Australian Ruby, another struggling soul 
who has also left home for a fresh start only to be derailed by 
finding Alice’s body. Alice slowly reveals fragments of herself to 
Ruby, and together they stumble toward bringing the killer to 
justice and Ruby toward a new understanding of freedom and 
the need for boundaries, the importance of finding a commu-
nity to be a part of, and what she needs to do to make her life 
her own. This is undeniably a crime story, but Bublitz’s creativ-
ity, affectionate descriptions of a New York City she obviously 
adores, and strong character development make this novel 
stand out in a crowded genre.

A unique, feminist take on the suspense genre and our fas-
cination with violence.

NO PLAN B
Child, Lee & Andrew Child
Delacorte (336 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-9848-1854-6  

In the latest volume from Child, 
Inc., in which the retiring Lee’s younger 
brother, Andrew, will soon take over the 
Jack Reacher franchise, the colossal ex-
Army cop traces the killing of a woman 
in a Colorado town to a gruesome prison 

conspiracy in Mississippi.
The death is ruled a suicide, but Reacher saw a man push 

the woman under a bus and steal her purse. After tracking 
down and disposing of the culprit, he learns that the woman 
worked for a private prison in Mississippi and had returned to 
Colorado to run troubling statistics about the prison’s opera-
tion past her former boss. He died of a supposed heart attack 
12 hours before her death. Teaming up with the man’s tough-
skinned ex-wife, Reacher heads South to sort things out, “wired 
to move toward danger.” Fearing Reacher will interfere with 
their deadly schemes, prison officials set up a network of road-
blocks outside of town to pick him off. Meanwhile, a vulner-
able 15-year-old boy, escaping his abusive foster mother in Los 
Angeles, travels to Mississippi after his birth mother tells him 
life-changing truths about his father. He, too, is targeted by bad 
guys. Most of the ingredients of classic Reacher are here. Our 
sadistic hero delivers bone-crushing blows to his hopeless foes 
with sadistic satisfaction (“Would you care if you stepped on a 
cockroach?”). He eludes the traps set for him and penetrates the 
high-security prison. He drinks a lot of coffee and beds a local 
woman. What’s missing in this follow-up to the collaborative 
Better Off Dead (2021) is Lee Child’s elegant writing, for which 
he hasn’t received enough credit. The sentences here are short 
and metronomically flat, and the early sections are uncharacter-
istically disjointed. But fans who come for the action and the 

traveling tips—a folding toothbrush is best, he advises—will 
not be disappointed.

A grimly efficient addition to the Reacher canon.

THE DOUBLE AGENT
Christie, William
Minotaur (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-2500-8082-0  

A dangerous spy with a secret agenda 
continues to cut a deadly swath through 
World War II.

Christie picks up the story of Alexsi 
Ivanovich Smirnov where he left off in A 
Single Spy (2017): It’s 1943, and Alexsi is 

in Tehran, where he shares his singular story with Prime Min-
ister Winston Churchill at the British Embassy. After a hard-
scrabble childhood, Alexsi became a Russian spy and infiltrated 
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Germany, becoming a high-ranking intelligence officer there. 
His plans apparently go beyond cooperating with the British. 
He undertakes a daring escape in the middle of the night. Pos-
ing as a poor Iranian, he hitches a ride with a group of smugglers 
and, after near-fatal injuries incurred during an encounter with a 
rival group, finds himself in a hospital, chained to his bed. There 
are more twists and turns before Alexsi lands in British custody 
again. This time he’s taken to England as a prisoner, where he’s 
commanded to share the unabridged account of his life and 
exploits for British stenographers, an appealing challenge for 
an inveterate yarn spinner like Alexsi, who changes identities 
as easily as clothes and kills without remorse. Christie’s brisk 
opening chapters serve to flesh out the backstory alluded to 
in the prologue and to illustrate the devious derring-do of his 
protagonist. His taut thriller is also a panoramic view of a cru-
cial stretch of World War II, set forth with pace and precision. 
Readers will be challenged to guess Alexsi’s motives and next 
moves as they feverishly turn the pages.

Authentic history tucked neatly into a riveting thrill ride.

NIGHT SHIFT
Cook, Robin
Putnam (352 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Dec. 6, 2022
978-0-593-54018-3  

A competent medical thriller from 
the genre’s most famous practitioner.

In the latest from the author of Coma 
(1977), husband-and-wife medical exam-
iner team Laurie Montgomery and Jack 
Stapleton return to investigate a death 

that hits close to home. The murder victim in question is Susan 
Passero, a hospital internist who’s killed in a parking garage 
after her shift; she happens to be Laurie’s “oldest and closest 
friend.” While doctors at the hospital initially speculate that 
the death is due to a heart attack, Jack has his doubts and tries 
to figure out who might have a grudge against the late doctor. 
After poking around, he finds that Sue had “bump[ed] heads” 
with two fellow doctors and a hospital executive and that she 
believed there might be a medical serial killer on the loose in 
her hospital. Things get more urgent when a charge nurse at 
the hospital turns up dead, convincing Jack that something’s 
afoot. Meanwhile, Jack also investigates the death of the wife 
of a police officer that was possibly staged to look like a suicide, 
and there’s some family troubles thrown in for good measure. 
Cook’s writing is not going to win any prizes—consider sen-
tences like “Lots of sarcastic barbs was the bulk of their normal 
verbal interaction”—and his dialogue is dependably stilted. But 
Cook’s readers are here for the suspense, and at least he’s good 
at that part—it’s a pretty solid page-turner even if his prose is 
as clunky as an engine that’s about to seize. It’s the kind of book 
you can take on vacation and leave there.

An OK mystery that probably won’t be the worst thing you 
read this year.

LIVID
Cornwell, Patricia
Grand Central Publishing (400 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-5387-2516-0  

Another 15 rounds for Virginia chief 
medical examiner Dr. Kay Scarpetta and 
her well-placed enemies past and present.

Why is her old law school roommate, 
Judge Annie Chilton, allowing Alexan-
dria’s Commonwealth’s Attorney Bose 

Flagler to beat up Scarpetta on the witness stand? Normally the 
state’s CME would be on the prosecutor’s side, but this time 
Scarpetta is determined to testify that her predecessor, the late 
Dr. Bailey Carter, who had rapid-onset dementia, mistakenly 
called beauty queen April Tupelo’s drowning murder, leading 
to the arrest of her live-in Romeo, Gilbert Hooke. Even so, 
Chilton’s rulings seem consistently heedless of Scarpetta’s for-
midable reputation and personal feelings, as if the judge were 
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distracted by something. Maybe she’s having previsions about 
her sister, CIA press secretary Rachael Stanwyck, who’s soon 
found dead in the kitchen of the judge’s family estate, render-
ing the introductory case moot to everyone but the protesters 
who attack Scarpetta, bellowing “JUSTICE FOR APRIL!” and 
providing the media with more anti-Scarpetta grist. Certainly 
Cornwell seems to forget about it in her eagerness to linger over 
the diabolical, state-of-the-art murder weapon by which the 
judge’s sister met her doom and to evoke the endless infighting 
among Scarpetta, her nemesis, Virginia health commissioner Dr. 
Elvin Reddy, and his minions. A second (or is it a third?) murder 
provides the basis for more of the post-mortem set pieces that 
make fans of this long-running series salivate, and it’s especially 
gratifying to see Scarpetta wring important evidence from a 
dust bunny. But the forensics mean more to Cornwell than the 
suspects, and the ideal reader of this installment won’t care any 
more than she does whodunit.

As usual, the dead are just more interesting than the living. 
Something to look forward to.

ANON PLS.
DeuxMoi with Jessica Goodman
Morrow/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-06-325780-1  

Both an ad for the real deuxmoi, a 
pseudonymous celebrity-gossip Instagram 
account, and a surprisingly good read.

For eight years, Cricket Lopez has 
been the abused assistant of Manhat-
tan celebrity stylist Sasha Sherman, the 

former queen of reality TV. After one particularly humiliating 
day and very boozy evening, Cricket restarts her anonymous 
Instagram account, deuxmoi, airing the dirty laundry about her 
firm’s new influencer client and asking fans to spill the tea about 
their celebrity encounters. The account goes viral, and soon 
everyone is talking about the unverified blind items detailing 
celebrity sex habits and restaurant sightings as well as guess-
ing who the anonymous creator is. Cricket navigates the tidal 
wave of secret notoriety alongside Leon, her snarky but sweet 
co-worker, and Victoria, her BFF since high school who married 
out of the fashion industry and into the country-club world of 
the Upper East Side. But as the account grows in its influence, 
Sasha’s firm flounders, and their main A-list client may be the 
next to fall prey to his own history of sexual misconduct and 
predatory behavior. Sasha grows even more out-of-control, an 
internet tycoon wants to buy deuxmoi, a reporter is ready to 
out her, and Cricket and her friends can lose even more than 
they thought possible. And then there’s Ollie Snyder, the editor-
in-chief of a Billboard-type entertainment magazine, who is as 
hot as Hollywood and slides into Cricket’s DMs, offering advice 
and very steamy sex. For deuxmoi fans, this novel will be a solid 
extension of the brand’s coming-of-age story, and they’ll espe-
cially enjoy the inside jokes and liberal quotes from the real-life 
account, which helps create the tantalizing-yet-relatable tone. 

For nonfans, this autofiction is reminiscent of other of-the-
moment bad-boss books like Leigh Stein’s Self Care.

A candid, unexpected critique of celebrity, hanger-on, and 
enabler culture.

THE VIBRANT YEARS
Dev, Sonali
Mindy’s Book Studio (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-6625-0926-1  

An intergenerational tale of self-dis-
covery and the relationships that matter 
most.

Cullie Desai, a 25-year-old Indian 
American woman, is endlessly loyal to 
her mother, Alisha (known as Aly), and 

her paternal grandmother, Bindu. So when Cullie gets a call that 
Bindu is in distress, she immediately hops on a plane to Florida 
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“A candid, unexpected critique of celebrity, 

hanger-on, and enabler culture.”
anon pls.
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from her home in San Francisco and shows up at her grandmoth-
er’s new condo at a glitzy retirement center. A loving familial 
gesture—except that in this case, the older woman’s distress is 
the result of a really bad date, when the man she’s with dies in 
the middle of their first sexual interlude. This sets the tone for 
the novel as a whole: It’s the story of three women bound by 
deep love and very few boundaries. While Bindu’s sexual drama 
does drive a chunk of the plot, the three deal with a whole host 
of problems, supporting each other with advice, chai, and lavish 
home-cooked meals. Tech-genius Cullie needs to develop a new 
state-of-the-art app while opening herself up to the possibility of 
love. Recent divorcée Aly is trying to prove her worth at work 
while dealing with a surprise visit from Ashish, her ex-husband 
(and Bindu’s son). And Bindu is balancing her desire to be liber-
ated in her golden years with traumatic memories that she can-
not shut out. Told from the alternating perspectives of Cullie, 
Aly, and Bindu, the novel often relies on overly coincidental plot 
points and too-convenient characters. That said, these problems 
are offset by Dev’s success at portraying the profound bonds of 
care, humor, and love that run among the three women: “Love 

so strong it was almost painful tightened around Bindu’s heart 
for these two. The world would never see them like this, entirely 
comfortable in their skin. This was a world they had created, the 
three of them, because of who they were.”

A cozy cup of chai for the soul.

DR. NO 
Everett, Percival
Graywolf (232 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-64445-208-0  

A deadpan spoof of international 
thrillers, complete with a megalomania-
cal supervillain, a killer robot, a damsel 
in distress, and math problems.

One never knows what to expect 
from Everett, whose prolific fictional 

output over the last four decades includes Westerns (God’s Coun-
try, 1994), crime novels (Assumption, 2011), variations on Greek 
mythology (Frenzy, 1997), and inquiries into African American 
identity (I Am Not Sidney Poitier, 2009). This time, Everett brings 
his mordant wit, philosophic inclinations, and narrative mischief 
to the suspense genre, going so far as to appropriate the title of an 
Ian Fleming thriller. Its nonplussed hero/narrator is a mathemat-
ics professor at Brown University who calls himself Wala Kitu. 
It turns out he’s the grown-up version of Ralph Townsend, the 
genius child in Everett’s novel Glyph (1999), who retains every-
thing while determined to say nothing. Indeed, “nothing” is the 
recurring theme (or joke) of Everett’s latest, beginning with its 
title and continuing with the meaning of both Wala (nothing in 
Tagalog) and Kitu (noth ing in Swahili). “Nothing” also appears to 
be the major objective of one John Milton Bradley Sill, a “slightly 
racially ambiguous” self-made billionaire who declares to Wala 
his ambition to be a Bond villain, “the sort of perpetrator of evil 
deeds that might cause the prime minister to dispatch a double-
naught spy.” John Sill offers Wala a hefty sum ($3 million) to help 
him rob Fort Knox just as the eponymous baddie of Fleming’s 
Goldfinger tried to do. Wala’s not sure whether Sill’s joking or 
not. But the money’s big enough to compel him to tag along as 
Sill goes through the motions of being a supervillain, stopping 
along the way in places like Miami, Corsica, Washington, D.C., 
and, eventually, Kentucky. Wala’s accompanied throughout by 
his faithful one-legged bulldog, Trigo, and a math department 
colleague named Eigen, who at times seems to be literally under 
Sill’s spell but is almost as vexed by the nefarious goings-on as 
Wala. Being stalked throughout by Gloria, a comely, deadly Black 
android with an on-again, off-again Afro, doesn’t ease their anxi-
eties. Everett is adroit at ramping up the tension while sustaining 
his narrator’s droll patter and injecting well-timed ontological 
discourses on...well…nothing. It may not sound like anything 
much, so to speak. But then, neither did all those episodes of 
Seinfeld that insisted they were about nothing. And this, too, is 
just as funny, if in a far different, more metaphysical manner.

A good place to begin finding out why Everett has such a 
devoted cult.

“A good place to begin finding out why 
Everett has such a devoted cult.”

dr. no
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Yiyun Li’s fifth novel, The Book of Goose (Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, Sept. 20), turns on the peculiar friendship between 
two preteen French farm girls shortly after World War II. 
Fabienne is precocious and creative, with an affinity for the 
transgressive and macabre. Agnès is more reserved but eager 
to follow along. Fabienne dictates a series of stories to Agnès 
that becomes a literary sensation; Agnès, the public face of 
the duo, is wrongly hailed as a prodigy and sent to a British 
private school to perfect a craft she doesn’t possess.

Li, who’s received a MacArthur Fellowship among many 
other literary honors, was inspired to write Goose by an Eliza-
beth Bowen review of ’50s-era books by four French child prod-
igies, one of whom was a sham genius much like Agnès. But the 
drama in the novel is mostly interior, in keeping with Li’s deeply 
contemplative, precise, and often melancholy writing. 

Speaking by video chat from her home in Princeton, New 
Jersey (she teaches at Princeton University), Li discussed the 
motivations behind The Book of Goose, the popular group-
reads of classics she led during the pandemic, and the virtues 
of slow reading. This conversation has been edited for length 
and clarity.

One of the key lines in this book is, “Nothing is more in-
explicable than friendship and childhood.” What inter-
ests you about childhood friendship as a subject?
I find it so fascinating. When two children meet each other, 
very rarely do they smile at each other. They just look at each 
other and bypass the small-talk stage to get to the essence of 
things. I see you. Do I know you? Do I want to know you? I was 
thinking about how childhood friendship is formed and how 
it’s so instrumental to who we become. 

Those friendships can be mysterious. Agnès and Fa-
bienne invent their own way to relate with each other, 
wholly apart from adult norms.
Yes, and I think when I was younger that was probably more 
prominent. With the internet, there’s a circulated language 
and kids are less isolated. In the ’70s and ’80s, when I was a 
child, consciousness was entirely wrapped around who we 
were talking to day to day, who your best friend was. Friend-
ship during that developmental stage often provides the cir-
cumstance for our entire being, language, and consciousness.

This story was inspired in part by the story of a young 
French girl who became a literary celebrity before be-
ing exposed as a fraud. What did you want to explore in 
that incident?
I thought it was an interesting little hoax. I’m sure it happens 
these days, but they get forgotten. When the narrative is not 
so neat, people just throw it away and move on to the next 
prodigy. But I wasn’t really interested in the prodigy per se. I 
wanted to write about a pair of friends and how, together, they 
outsmarted the world, at least for a period of time. And also 
how they formed each other. 

Did you have any models for writing about friendship in this 
way? Elena Ferrante would be an obvious recent example. 
It’s so funny: After I turned in the manuscript, everybody men-
tioned Elena Ferrante, but she did not cross my mind. At all. I 

The author of The Book of Goose asks that you take your time and read 
her novel slowly
BY MARK ATHITAKIS

Basso Cannarsa-Agence O
pale

WORDS WITH…

Yiyun Li
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didn’t even think about it. Ferrante’s books are about a decades-
long friendship, and I was more interested in that period be-
tween ages 12 and 14, just on the cusp of becoming grown-ups 
but still children. There’s something very pure and a little bit 
nasty about that age. It’s a very complicated thing. The closest 
example I can think of in fiction about girls that age would be 
[Muriel Spark’s 1961 novel] The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie.

It struck me that this might be a very different book if 
it were written from Fabienne’s perspective. 
Oh, I would never have let Fabienne write this book.

Why? 
She has a lot of opinions and ideas and thoughts and feelings 
about the world, and I’m more interested in how those things 
are reflected by Agnès’ consciousness. Fabienne is a sharper, 
brighter character. She’s sort of like a diamond, sharp and 
clear. I like the muddiness, those smudges in the characters.

How do you feel this book fits with your other work?
People will say, “This is not about China, this is not about 
Asian Americans.” But I think it’s consistent with the kind of 
characters and subject matter I pay attention to: loneliness 
and the very complicated and inexplicable interior landscapes 
of people. From the outside, this book might look a little dif-
ferent. But from where I’m looking, it’s just another book by 
me.

You were working on this book during the pandemic. 
Did that change your process? 
The pandemic can be claustrophobic: You’re just there with 
your own characters. But in a funny way it was a very good 
thing. I was just immersed with these characters. They were 
as real to me, probably more real to me, than the rest of the 
world.

Since the pandemic started, you’ve led online book 
clubs for War and Peace and Moby-Dick that drew large 
followings. Did that experience change how you think 
about your work or your relationship with readers? 
I realized that there’s something very special about reading 
slowly, just a small segment a day. I hate when someone says, 

“I devoured that book.” No. You have to savor it. You have to 
decant the book. You have to let it breathe. I’m always patient, 
but I’ve become much more patient. I’m astronomically pa-
tient at this point.

Do you have another group-read planned?
In November we’re going to read Charlotte Brontë’s Villette 
(1853). I love that novel. It doesn’t get as much attention as 
Jane Eyre, but it’s very contemporary. Jane Eyre could only hap-
pen in that house, in that setting. With Villette, I feel like you 

can see its main character, Lucy Snowe, walking down the 
street in any city at this moment. 

Earlier this year you received the PEN/Malamud Award 
for Excellence in the Short Story. Do you have a new 
collection coming?
Maybe five years ago, I had an entire collection ready to go, 
and then it just happened that I was bringing out other books 
instead. But I think next fall there’s going to be a collection of 
stories. My last one, Gold Boy, Emerald Girl, was published in 
2010, so it’s been a little while. I probably have more stories 
than I can fit into one collection now. I may have to do some 
rearranging. 

What are you teaching at Princeton?
I teach fiction writing. One thing I learned about my students 
is if you give them a book to read, the day before a deadline, 
they can read very fast. Apparently in an hour they can read 
100 pages [laughs]. So last year, and I’m going to do this again, 
I used a very good book for slow reading: Marilynne Robin-
son’s Housekeeping. You cannot rush through that book in one 
sitting. I assigned them just one chapter a week. They have to 
spend seven days reading 10 pages and annotate those 10 pag-
es. When you ask them to slow down, they’re reading words. 
They’re reading sentences, images. They’re reading their own 
thoughts. If you read too fast, that never happens. When I 
collected all my students’ annotations, I thought, “This is the 
best criticism ever written about Housekeeping.”

Mark Athitakis is a journalist in Phoenix who writes about books 
for Kirkus, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and 
elsewhere. The Book of Goose received a starred review in the 
July 1, 2022, issue.
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THE INK BLACK HEART
Galbraith, Robert
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(1024 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-0-316-41303-9  

An overblown whodunit by Gal-
braith, nom de plume of one J.K. 
Rowling, pitting Robin Ellacott and 
Cormoran Strike against a murderous 
online troll.

On the internet, everyone can hear you scream. To boot, 
as a very bad actor named Anomie puts it, “nobody’s who they 
say they are.” Robin and Cormoran have quite the task on their 
hands when Edie Ledwell, a cartoonist whose show, The Ink 
Black Heart, is a hit on YouTube and has just been bought by 
Netflix, turns up to ask for help in chasing down an online group, 
Anomie at its helm, that has built an online game around her 
show. Grumbles Anomie, “She’s shitting all over the fans, saying 

they’re thick for liking our game.” Edie doesn’t last long; con-
veniently, she winds up in London’s Highgate Cemetery, ready 
for planting. All suspicion in what’s now a murder case points 
to Anomie, a slippery character. Is he (or she) a criminal mas-
termind, or just some creepy kid living in mom’s basement? It 
takes Robin and Cormoran reams of online chat–thick prose to 
discover the truth, sussing out the identities of characters with 
noms de net like Paperwhite and Fiendly1. Online identities are 
fluid, of course, which doesn’t help when the problem is how 
to lay down a coherent storyline, but it soon becomes apparent 
that, indeed, no one is quite who they say they are. One more 
thing is sure: Rowling, the subject of recent controversy, plays 
out her current preoccupations against an up-to-the-minute 
backdrop: Edie is accused of “multiple alleged transgressions, 
particularly against the disabled,” while a contemporary comes 
under the gun for having “ ‘misgendered’ a prominent trans 
woman,” minor plot points in a belabored narrative dotted 
with appearances by pedophiles, neo-Nazi cultists, “beta males,” 
incels, an obnoxious pickup artist, and a young woman who 
ends her sentences on a “rising inflection.” Who did the das-
tardly deed? After a thousand pages of this, the reader is likely 
to no longer care. 

Long, loose, and lax.

FACTORY GIRLS 
Gallen, Michelle
Algonquin (240 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-64375-245-7  

A teenage girl comes of age working 
at a factory during the last days of the 
Troubles.

Maeve Murray has one goal in the 
summer of 1994: to get out of her small 
town in Northern Ireland and escape to 

London for university. But she won’t know whether that’s pos-
sible until she gets her exam results, and in the meantime, she 
and her two closest friends, Caroline Jackson and Aoife O’Neill, 
decide to earn money working at the local shirt-making factory. 
The factory, which is managed by smarmy, handsy, and distress-
ingly handsome Englishman Andy Strawbridge, is a rare space 
where Catholics and Protestants are forced to coexist despite 
the constant threat of sectarian violence. For one summer, 
everything in Maeve’s life is on the brink of change: her educa-
tion, her relationships with friends and family, and even the fac-
tory, a precarious social experiment vulnerable to both sectarian 
strife and “optimisation” that could crush workers from both 
factions. Gallen, who grew up in Northern Ireland during the 
Troubles, reconstructs this era vividly. Her characters speak in 
dialect, but, more importantly, their understanding of the world 
is shaped by their experience of the Troubles. Maeve wishes to 
escape the sectarian environment in which she’s been raised 
while also viewing Protestants with suspicion, confusion, and, 
at times, lust. Gallen’s mastery of her protagonist’s psychology 
renders this muddle comprehensible, sympathetic, and, above 



all, funny. Truly humorous novels are hard to come by, but Gal-
len’s writing is full of genuine bite. Maeve shares her creator’s 
wit and insight: “[Tony] Blair looked like the sort of toothy 
creature you’d see in a Free Presbyterian church,” she reflects, 

“a man who believed way too hard in the wrong thing.”
A sensationally entertaining novel that’s deeper than it 

first appears.

ROBERT LUDLUM’S THE 
BLACKBRIAR GENESIS
Gervais, Simon
Putnam (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-0-593-41997-7  

Gervais, a talented thriller writer, 
launches a new Ludlum series.

In Cairo, a State Department official 
barely survives a violent attack, getting 

the story off to a rip-roaring start. Then in Prague, a car bomb 
obliterates an Operation Treadstone assassin (no, not Jason 
Bourne, of whom there is passing mention), and an organiza-
tion called Blackbriar dispatches operatives Helen Jouvert and 
Donovan Wade to the Czech Republic to investigate. They are 
a smart, gutsy duo who are not romantically involved, but stay 
tuned for future episodes. Blackbriar is a hush-hush outfit con-
tracted by the Department of National Intelligence that, unlike 
the FBI, doesn’t have to worry about rules and stuff. It is a Black 
Ops counterintelligence program designed to neutralize hostile 
foreign intelligence operations “by any means necessary” and is 
so secret that “not even POTUS” knows about it. (Um, really? Is 
this what America is coming to?) Blackbriar differs from Tread-
stone in that it is “mostly defensive, going after whoever wants 
to steal our government’s secrets.” Anyway, Russians persuade 
four forever-fighting Mexican drug cartels to put aside their dif-
ferences and join them in undermining the hated United States. 
In a joint operation called Proyecto Verdad, the Russkies will 
provide the technological know-how to launch a cyberattack 
against the United States, and the cartels will kick in a ton of 
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cash. As readers will expect, bloodletting abounds. Donovan 
Wade puts it this way: “A round to the chest and an eight-inch 
cut deep into one’s throat is a one-way ticket to the big guy.” In 
his lifetime, Robert Ludlum wrote 27 thrillers. Since Ludlum’s 
2001 death, Eric Van Lustbader and others collectively have 
written about 30 more, all set in the dangerous world of assas-
sins and international intrigue. This is the first contribution by 
Gervais, and his style fits right in.

An action-packed thriller worthy of the Ludlum legacy.

TEAM PHOTOGRAPH
Haldeman, Lauren
Sarabande Books (152 pp.) 
$22.00 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-956046-00-7  

Poet and graphic novelist Haldeman 
uses full pages of both sequential art and 
poetry to tell the story of a contempo-
rary poet’s encounters with ghosts near a 
Civil War battle site and how the experi-
ence shaped her work.

The narrator has the head of a wolf, as does every living per-
son in her story—youth soccer league teammates; Civil War sol-
diers; her dead brother; Walt Whitman—while the heads of the 
faceless ghosts are bulbous, fluorescent balloons. The reason for 
the lupine cast isn’t explained until the epilogue, and anthro-
pomorphism need not always be explained, but here explana-
tion enhances what has preceded it and underscores the book’s 
powerful structure. Each chapter opens with graphic-novel 
backstory and ends with pages of poetry on otherwise blank 
pages, following a girl who grew up seeing ghosts in and around 
her Virginia home and came to poetry as an attempt to explain 
these phantasms, then presenting the poetry the experiences 
inspired. The form of her poems evolves as she follows differ-
ent threads through soccer fields and a memorial park that a 
century and a half ago hosted a series of chaotic battles that 
littered the woods with amputated limbs. Haldeman’s art has 
an evocative simplicity, with heavy lines eschewing finer details 
but still wringing remarkable expressions from the wolf faces of 
her cast. She imbues her characters with a lanky physicality that 
enlivens the soccer scenes. The story touches on the savagery 
of war, hypnagogia, indoctrination of nationalism via sports, 
racism, appropriation, and the development of craft; earnest 
engagement with these erudite topics attempts to compensate 
for occasionally cursory exploration. Some eerie paranormal 
scenes described only in the poetry sections beg for graphic-
novel interpretations, but perhaps some things seen can only be 
evoked, not reproduced.

A stylish meditation on bookish inspiration.

LECH
Lippmann, Sara
Tortoise Books (319 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-94895-469-3  

A motley crew of neighbors gets 
through the summer of 2014 in Sullivan 
County, New York.

Lippmann’s first novel after two 
story collections features an ensemble 
cast of characters ranging from vintage 

quirky to seriously damaged, all with complicated backstories 
and interlocking current problems. The eponymous Lech is Ira 
Lecher, a 66-year-old divorcé who lives up to his name. He rents 





out a room to visitors in his house on Murmur Lake, aka Murder 
Lake due to a drowning years back. Lech’s current guests are a 
young woman named Beth and her precocious, allergy-ridden, 
almost-5-year-old son, Zach. Beth is fleeing New York City and 
her irritating husband after an abortion: “Two days have passed 
since the D&C about which she’s told no one. (The procedure 
sounded like a mall shop for tweens. I love your top. Did you get 
that at D&C?)” Lippmann’s rapid-fire narrative style seems to 
pay homage to Borscht Belt schtick, but here and elsewhere it 
can be hard to know what emotion is expected from the reader 
concerning disturbing sexual situations and unhappy characters. 
Tzvi, for example, is a Hasidic Jew and a drug dealer—“He is ser-
vicing a need. Better him than a shegetz [non-Jewish boy].” Bada 
bing. But Tzvi is also the son of the woman who drowned—he 
was only 3 years old at the time—and is still haunted by the mys-
teries of that loss. If it sounds like there’s a lot to try to make 
sense of in this novel, there is, including what is arguably the 
main plotline, which is about a grifter-y real estate agent try-
ing to interest investors in the property surrounding Murmur 
Lake, which neither Lech nor the creepy farmer who owns the 

adjoining parcel wants to sell. This storyline and others unfold 
in brief chapters alternating among the points of view of five of 
the characters.

For the right reader, this jigsaw puzzle of a novel will be a 
pleasure.

THE LAST PARTY
Mackintosh, Clare
Sourcebooks Landmark (432 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-72825-096-0  

Layers of historical and social con-
text deepen the allure of this icy murder 
mystery set in North Wales.

When Rhys Lloyd’s dead body is 
discovered during the traditional New 
Year’s polar swim in the village of Cwm 

Coed, it quickly becomes apparent that there is no lack of 
suspects; many people wished to see him dead. As the owner 
of The Shore, a new resort community, Rhys was a polarizing 
figure despite having grown up in the village. As the lake and 
the new mansions lie right on the border between England and 
Wales—and represent the fraught history of these countries—
police officers from both sides are assigned to the case: Ffion 
Morgan, a local girl trying to live down her own history as “Ffion 
Wyllt” (Wild Ffion) and get back on her feet after a divorce, and 
Leo Brady, haunted by a decision he made that may cost him 
joint custody of his young son. Neither are they exactly strang-
ers to one another, having spent one night together that was 
never supposed to mean more than that. Ffion and Leo must 
navigate their own tension—sexual and otherwise—as well as 
the historic tension between their countries and the extreme 
hierarchy of social class as it pertains to both their wealthy 
victim and their suspects. Mackintosh offers multiple perspec-
tives as the chapters both move forward from New Year’s Day 
and back into the past. As with most successful mysteries, the 
identity of the murderer, once revealed after a few red herrings, 
is both stunning and tragically logical. While the movement 
through time and perspective can sometimes be a little jarring, 
and makes the novel read slowly at first, the resolution—of not 
only the mystery, but also the relationships and side plots—
offers a deep acceptance of human fragility and complexity.

Come to meet the interestingly dysfunctional characters; 
stay to cheer them on with a full heart.
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WINTERLAND
Meadows, Rae
Henry Holt (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-2508-3452-2  

Meadows’ absorbing fifth novel fol-
lows a promising young Soviet gymnast 
as she enters a ruthless sports system 
that emphasizes winning at all costs.

It is 1973 in the remote Arctic mining 
town of Norilsk, where 8-year-old Anya 

lives with her father, Yuri, who’s employed at the local metal-
works. Katerina, Anya’s mother, disappeared three years ago, 
and it was speculated at the time that the former Bolshoi balle-
rina might have returned to Moscow or even defected. Despite 
the shadow cast by her mother’s disappearance and her father’s 
own loss of status within the Communist Party, Anya’s gymnastic 
potential has deemed her “an asset to the Soviet Union.” When 
she is selected to train with Anatoly Popov, Anya embarks on a 

physical and emotional journey that takes her from a run-down 
gym in Norilsk to the famed national gymnastics training cen-
ter at Round Lake in preparation for the 1980 Moscow Olym-
pics. In an alternating storyline, Vera, Anya’s elderly neighbor 
and confidante, recalls her privileged pre-revolutionary child-
hood and her years in a Siberian labor camp that also killed her 
husband and son. Writing with a confidence based on excellent 
research, Meadows vividly depicts the Soviet training system—
and its abuses—without taxing readers with too many technical 
terms. Some of the era’s greatest stars (Ludmilla Tourischeva, 
Nellie Kim, Olga Korbut) make brief appearances, representing 
a competitive gymnastics that is transitioning from traditional 
balletic artistry to a more athletic—and riskier—style. If there’s 
a flaw in this smoothly paced novel, it’s the lack of conflict moti-
vating its characters to action. Although well drawn, they are 
passive figures living in a society that allows for no individual 
agency. Also, the book’s final section covering the collapse of 
the Soviet Union feels rushed.

An enlightening portrait of a now-vanished world. 

“A promising young Soviet gymnast enters a ruthless 
sports system that emphasizes winning at all costs.”

winterland
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DISLOCATIONS
Molloy, Sylvia
Trans. by Jennifer Croft
Charco Press (150 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-9138-6735-5  

In brief, plangent paragraphs, Molloy 
offer snapshots of the advancing loss of 
a friend “who is coming apart before my 
very eyes.”

Like flashes from a lighthouse, Argen-
tinian writer Molloy offers sudden, extremely short glimpses and 
apercus—while also posing complicated questions—concerning 
her friend and longtime associate M.L., who is disappearing into 
incapacity and remoteness due to memory loss. Their relationship 
has spanned 45 years and includes professional connections, like 
collaboration on writing articles, as well as more profound links, 
such as sharing their particular language, “an at-home Spanish….A 
home from another era,” words used by mothers or grandmothers, 

evocative of roots and recognition. “When talking to her I feel—or 
I felt—connected to a past that is not entirely illusory. And with a 
place: that of before.” Molloy remembers M.L. as she used to be: 

“witty, ironic, snobby, critical, at times even malicious.” Now tended 
by carers, M.L. has forgotten how to sign her name. She no longer 
remembers to avoid the foods she used to dislike and will soon for-
get how to eat, what to chew, when to swallow. She is using tactile 
memory—the feel of things—to replace the mental instinct. Not 
only tragic and valedictory, these fragments are also philosophical: 

“How does someone who remembers nothing speak in the first per-
son? What is the location of that ‘I’, once the memory has come 
undone?” And on another level, there’s an attempt to scrutinize 
and secure a relationship by one party as the other fades. What will 
happen when Molloy stops recording their interactions? Who will 
be abandoning whom? These are the final, unanswerable, guilty 
enquiries.

Often chilling, occasionally banal, this ultrashort work 
fully inhabits its very specific terrain.

SOMEDAY, MAYBE
Nwabineli, Onyi
Graydon House (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-525-89980-5  

A young widow comes to terms with 
her husband’s sudden death.

College sweethearts Eve and Quentin, 
affectionately called Q, have been hap-
pily married for 10 years, living in London. 
When Eve discovers her husband’s body 

on New Year’s Eve, her life’s trajectory—and their life together—
is cleaved down the center into Before and After. Quentin, born 
to the White, “semi-royal” Morrow family, has died by suicide—
and Eve had no idea he was even suffering. Eve’s world shrinks 
down to nearly nothing as she navigates her pain, sadness, and 
guilt. Her close Nigerian family and best friend, Bee, hover close 
while she refuses to do anything or eat anything other than pain-
numbing pills. Without a suicide note, Eve and those closest to Q, 
including his mother, Aspen—who has always been horrible to 
Eve and who becomes even worse in the wake of her son’s death—
struggle to understand how this could happen. As months pass, 
Eve knows that her family hopes and prays she will soon feel like 
herself again, and she begins to resent them despite herself: “To 
grieve is to frighten the people you love.” An accidental discov-
ery made halfway through the novel changes the course of Eve’s 
life once again. The novel’s second half offers a slow, hard-earned 
journey toward healing, which is aided by a well-wrought cast of 
characters who offer Eve opportunities to figure out who she is 
now, without Q. Though some readers may find the book unre-
lenting, Nwabineli’s stunning insight and prose offer a true and 
honest portrayal of grief as vast, unending, and ever changing; she 
also meditates on themes of forgiveness, hope, and the endless 
love of family and friends.

Nwabineli’s debut is deeply moving, tender, and, against 
all odds, funny.
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A BURNING OBSESSION
Omer, Mike
Thomas & Mercer (381 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-5420-3432-6  

A criminal profiler and a hostage 
negotiator go up against a murderous 
cult leader from the negotiator’s past—
and, to a lesser extent, up against each 
other.

Years after surviving the Wilcox Cult 
Massacre, Lt. Abby Mullen, NYPD, gets wind of a cult leader 
out West who’s evidently just as obsessed with punishing his 
enemies by fire as Moses Wilcox was when she was a child—
his child. In the first of many non-surprises, the new firebug 
turns out to be Wilcox, risen from the ashes and now calling 
himself Father Moses Williams. Abby, who has plenty of trau-
matic background experience but zero official standing, does 
her best to push her way into the investigation, but FBI agent 

Tatum Gray isn’t terribly receptive, and consulting profiler Dr. 
Zoe Bentley is downright hostile. Impervious to their lack of 
encouragement and desperate for a chance to neutralize Wilcox 
at last, Abby continues to crash their party at every opportu-
nity. In the meantime, Wilcox, whose messianic preaching to 
his rapt followers conceals nothing more original than a drive 
for sex, coercive power, and coerced sex, has set his sights on 
a new target: Delilah Eckert, who’s taken her two children and 
gone on the run from her abusive husband, Brad. Wilcox’s fol-
lowers swarm around Delilah like cartoon minions, assuring her 
constantly what a great mother she is, and she’s soon addicted 
to this community of affirmation and easy prey for their leader. 
Whenever Wilcox senses danger, he has his devoted disciples 
set fire to their lodgings and move on from Wyoming to Idaho 
to California. The flames grow ever higher, but suspense never 
rises above a simmer.

Notable mainly for uniting the author’s two franchise 
investigators. Let’s see what happens next.
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HABILIS
Quinn, Alyssa
Dzanc (216 pp.)
$16.95 paper  |  Sept. 13, 2022
978-1-950539-47-5  

An experimental novel weaving a 
present-day identity crisis around stories 
of our millennia-old ancestors.

A common book-blurb cliché declares 
that fiction is about “what makes us 
human.” In this unusually structured, 

engaging debut novel, Quinn attempts to address the mat-
ter anthropologically. One thread of the novel features Lucy, 
a woman attending a dance party at a museum, surrounded 
by exhibits of human artifacts and anthropological dioramas. 
Braided around Lucy’s story are descriptions of particular exam-
ples of human ancestors—including, of course, the ancient hom-
inid Lucy—and Lucy’s backstory, in which she was abandoned 
as an infant and is eventually adopted. And later in the book, 
woven around all this, Quinn lightly fictionalizes the story of 
famous anthropologist Mary Leakey, who, along with her hus-
band and son, was responsible for some of the biggest finds in 
the 20th century around human evolution, including the Homo 
habilis of the novel’s title. (And yet another thread features 
Sukhjinder Saleem, an Indian man in the late 1800s recruited 
to assist on an archeological dig.) Quinn’s (very) long view of 
history, her interest in myth and science, and her fragmentary, 
sometimes abstracted prose all echo work by Maggie Nelson 
and Anne Carson, but Quinn isn’t a mimic. She writes engross-
ingly about the human need to acquire language, both scientifi-
cally and through Lucy’s struggles to be heard and understood. 
And Quinn mixes up styles to articulate that struggle, from aca-
demic to lyrical to abstract (“Language does not fossilize. This 
is all speculation. This is all lies. Let us not speak of it. Let us 
leave it in the earth”). We know a lot about our human history, 
Quinn notes, but her novel emphasizes that we’re still fumbling 
to make sense of what makes us human.

An eccentric, stylish, smart debut.

AESTHETICA
Rowbottom, Allie
Soho (264 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-1-641-29400-3  

A former Instagram model prepares 
for a surgery that promises to undo all 
her previous cosmetic procedures in this 
dark and poignant debut.

Anna is 35, and she has a face she no 
longer recognizes. After years of fillers 

and lifts—not all of which have aged well—she has the opportu-
nity to begin aging naturally again if she goes through with the 
risky Aesthetica™ procedure. This surgery has its own artifici-
ality; it won’t just remove implants and scar tissue but involves 

stretching her skin to create the lines that would have presum-
ably formed if Anna hadn’t ever used Botox. Whereas her previ-
ous cosmetic procedures brought her closer to a symmetrical, 
consumable Instagram ideal, Aesthetica™ can restore Anna’s 
resemblance to her grandmother, a resemblance her mother 
always cherished. On the eve of the operation, Anna unravels 
the past that led her here—in particular, the power games and 
sexual abuse she experienced with her boyfriend and manager, 
Jake—and the relationships with her mother and her child-
hood best friend, Leah, she alternately shied away from and 
chased. Rowbottom’s prose moves back and forth from striking 
imagery to staccato simplicity (“Jake led me through the club, 
walking with a languid gait, his shoulders rolled back so that his 
heart looked open and imperiled. We sat at a sticky banquette”), 
which gives it an entrancing quality, like the best social media 
algorithms. While structurally the novel is conventional, track-
ing a naïve young woman’s entrapment in a sordid world and 
her reawakening as an adult, Rowbottom’s specificity about one 
moment in internet culture and the contradictory ideologies 
about autonomy and desire young women must parse make it 
worthwhile reading.

A challenging, compassionate novel about the aftermath 
of exploitation and packaged youth.

DEFENDING ALICE
A Novel of Love and Race in 
the Roaring Twenties
Stratton, Richard
HarperVia (576 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-0-063-11546-0  

A tale about a tense legal battle over 
race and love, based on the sensational 
1924 case of Rhinelander v. Rhinelander in 
White Plains, New York.

Leonard Kip Rhinelander, “pampered scion of an aristo-
cratic bloodline,” meets and falls in love with Alice Jones, a 
beautiful, alluring young woman of English and West Indian 
background. The attraction is mutual, and she appears to be 
indifferent to his wealth. They run off and marry, the news 
of which is too much for Leonard’s domineering and racist 
father, Philip, who has his son kidnapped. Leonard, who has 
a weak backbone, sues for annulment of his own marriage, 
with expensive lawyers paid for and under the orders of Philip. 
The grounds? Alice supposedly tricked Leonard into think-
ing she was White. Defending Alice, attorney Lee Parsons 
Davis warns her that the trial will be nasty and brutal. Indeed, 
Leonard’s lawyers look out only for Philip’s interest, portray-
ing Leonard as a stuttering, “brain-tied idiot” defrauded by a 
whore who just wants a piece of the family fortune. The mar-
riage must be annulled! Thus unfolds an epic courtroom clash 
that gains national headlines for weeks. Tension builds for both 
courtroom and reader. The existence of love letters comes to 
light—Leonard apparently wrote some doozies describing sex 
acts Davis deems disgusting, unnatural, even illegal. But will 
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he introduce the correspondence into evidence? He keeps the 
courtroom on tenterhooks. Alice is deeply sympathetic as she 
receives and rejects repeated offers of cash to settle the case 
and go away; she simply wants her marriage back. Opposing 
attorneys smear her entire family with racist insults. Davis is 
the primary narrator, and he is masterful in building suspense 
as opposing sides brutalize each other. Davis makes it known 
that he is a renowned trial attorney; and he is a great story-
teller as well, though he—or the author—suffers from a touch 
of logorrhea as he drives home essential points. Still, the story 
flows well.

Gripping courtroom drama and social commentary.

IDOL, BURNING 
Usami, Rin
Trans. by Asa Yoneda
HarperVia (128 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-06-321328-9  

An accusation against her favorite 
J-pop idol upends an unstable teen’s 
world.

Akari, a high school junior in Japan, 
wakes up one morning to the dreadful 

rumor that Masaki Ueno has assaulted a female fan. She is dev-
astated: To her, Masaki is not simply a member of the popular 
group Maza Maza, he is her oshi, in whom she finds meaning 
and around whom she organizes her life. Akari has always had 
difficulty with her schoolwork, her family situation is tense, 
and she gets easily overwhelmed by the responsibilities of her 
job at a restaurant. When it comes to Masaki, however, she is 
dedicated and organized: She copies down every word he utters 

“A short, engrossing novel that captures 
the essence of obsessive fandom.”

idol, burning



in public in binders, interacts with other superfans through her 
popular blog, and spends most of her earnings on band merch 
and memorabilia. Other people ridicule Akari’s dedication to 
this one-sided relationship, but she insists that she doesn’t see 
anything wrong with it because she doesn’t expect anything in 
return. Akari is content to devote herself to Masaki from a dis-
tance, wanting to understand him fully and “to see the world 
through his eyes.” As the assault threatens Masaki’s future in 
the band and as a celebrity, Akari becomes further unmoored; 
she feels as though her future and well-being are inextricably 
tied to Masaki’s own: “I need to give him everything, I thought. 
It’s all I have. It was my cross to bear. Believing in him was how 
I lived.” Akari’s obsession is fatalistic and intense, and Usami’s 
prose (translated by Yoneda) renders it and the hold it has on 
her tenuous life ably and affectingly. While the intensity of the 
fandom and what it entails may seem outlandish to some, it will 
especially resonate with readers familiar with real-life superfan-
doms such as One Direction’s at the height of its fame, down to 
details such as sought-after exclusive merch and hateful online 
comments sections.

A short, engrossing novel that captures the essence of 
obsessive fandom.

WAYWARD 
Wendig, Chuck
Del Rey (816 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-593-15877-7  

The world as we know it ended in 
Wanderers, Wendig’s 2019 bestseller. Now 
what?

A sequel to a pandemic novel written 
during an actual pandemic sounds pretty 
intense, and this one doesn’t disappoint, 

heightened by its author’s deft narrative skills, killer cliffhang-
ers, and a not inconsiderable amount of bloodletting. To recap: 
A plague called White Mask decimated humanity, with a relative 
handful saved by a powerful AI called Black Swan that herded 
this hypnotized flock to Ouray, Colorado. Among the survivors 
are Benji Ray, a scientist formerly with the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention; Shana Stewart, who is pregnant and 
the reluctant custodian of the evolving AI (via nanobots, natch); 
Sheriff Marcy Reyes; and pastor Matthew Bird. In Middle 
America, President Ed Creel, a murdering, bigoted, bullying 
Trump clone, raises his own army of scumbags to fight what 
remains of the culture wars. When Black Swan kidnaps Shana’s 
child, she and Benji set off on another cross-country quest to 
find a way to save him. On their way to CDC headquarters, they 
pick up hilariously foulmouthed rock god Pete Corley, back from 
delivering Willie Nelson’s guitar to the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. 
This novel is an overflowing font of treasures peppered with 
more than a few pointed barbs for any Christofacists or Nazis 
who might have wandered in by accident. Where Wanderers was 
about flight in the face of menace, this is an old-fashioned quest 
with a small band of noble heroes trying to save the world while 

a would-be tyrant gathers his forces. All those big beats, not 
least a cataclysmic showdown in Atlanta, are tempered by the 
book’s more intimate struggles, from Shana’s primal instinct to 
recover her boy to the grief Pete buries beneath levity to Mat-
thew Bird’s near-constant grapple with guilt. It’s a lot to take in, 
but Pete’s ribald, bombastic humor as well as funny interstitials 
and epigraphs temper the horror within.

IMAX-scale bleeding-edge techno-horror from a writer 
with a freshly sharpened scalpel and time on his hands.

THE INCANDESCENT 
THREADS
Zimler, Richard
Parthian Books (500 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Nov. 7, 2022
978-1-913640-64-4  

In the fifth of Zimler’s novels about 
the Zarco family, mystical connections 
impart life-affirming meaning to Polish 
émigrés who lost most of their family in 
the Holocaust. 

Told through multiple voices in various eras, the novel 
focuses on Benni and Shelly Zarco, two cousins separated by 
tragic circumstances. Shelly, who is 11 years older, makes it out 
of Nazi-controlled Warsaw first, escaping through the forest on 
his eventual flight to Montreal. A larger-than-life character who 
opens a downtown sporting goods shop there, he attempts to 
cope with trauma through his uncontrollable sexual urges for 
both women and men—including his close cousin. Smuggled 
out of Warsaw and raised in hiding in the town of Brzeziny by 
a gentile music teacher to whom he becomes devoted, young 
Benni is tracked down years later in Poland by Shelly. In New 
York, he becomes a successful tailor, loving father, and anti-
war protester who struggles to see the difference between the 
Holocaust and the bombing of innocents in Vietnam. Forever 
haunted by the ultimate sacrifice his great-grandmother made 
in taking his place on a transport delivering Jews to a Treblinka-
bound train, he turns to the cabala for answers. Tracing his  
Sephardic roots back to Portugal, he hears the thoughts of liv-
ing and departed people in his head. So do other members of his 
extended family through their involvement in the arts and med-
icine. Dialogue is not Zimler’s strong suit, and the long coda 
tracing the history of Jewish persecution back to Egypt is an 
unnecessary add-on. But the latest effort by the author of The 
Last Kabbalist of Lisbon (1998) succeeds with its strong emotion, 
memorable characters, and mosaiclike structure. Zimler’s han-
dling of the continuum of time is both moving and unsettling. 

A thoughtful and affecting novel about generational 
trauma.
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PHOTO FINISHED
Brecher, Christin
Kensington (288 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-4967-3881-3  

A Manhattan photographer finds 
murder at a high-society ball.

Liv Spyers can’t believe her luck 
when big-shot commercial photographer 
Regina Montague finds her way to Car-
rera Locksmiths, her grandparents’ West 

Village key shop, located upstairs from Liv’s struggling portrait 
studio. Regina, who wants to have a new key made, is also one 
shutterbug short for an important assignment documenting 
the doings at tonight’s debutante ball. After checking out Liv’s 

modest portfolio, the photography powerhouse agrees to let 
Liv fill in for her missing employee, and Liv spends the night 
happily snapping shots of New York’s rich and famous. Unfor-
tunately, she also gets to see them sniping and trash-talking 
each other. So when she finds the corpse of Charlie Archibald, 
managing partner of Lion’s Mane Capital, she knows that there 
are plenty of folks on-site who might have wanted him dead. 
Unfortunately, the police zero in on a single suspect: Regina. 
Since Liv can’t believe that her benefactor, who’d retched and 
grown pale when one of the debs scratched her hand on some-
thing sharp, could have inflicted the bloody wound that killed 
Archibald, she starts her own investigation. She’s helped by 
Harry Fellowes, an insurance appraiser she meets in the cutest 
meet-cute in New York. Whether she and Harry will click is 
debatable: There are complications. But there’s no doubt that 
Liv will crack the case: It’s a snap.

Despite a flurry of long-shot coincidences, Brecher’s 
series debut is right in focus.

“A Manhattan photographer finds
murder at a high-society ball.”

photo finished
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PERIL IN THE PARISH
Cannell, Dorothy
Severn House (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-4483-0863-7  

A long-buried secret and several love 
stories come together in a very English 
mystery set in 1933.

Florence Norris, the longtime house-
keeper at Mullings, is about to marry 
George Bird, the well-regarded owner of 

the Dog and Whistle Pub in Dovecote Hatch. A stranger who 
enters the pub says, “Twenty years ago today I buried my sis-
ter,” and asks George to pass on a letter to the police, setting 
off a series of revelations that will seriously disturb the peace of 
the quiet village. It doesn’t take long for Florence and George, 
who’ve dealt with murder in the past, to figure out who the 
stranger is and why he’s returned. Meanwhile, Sophie Dawson 
has been living frugally in another small town until a co-worker 
she’s hardly noticed develops an obsession with her. The poten-
tial scandal drives her to seek respite with her mother’s cousin 
Agnes Younger, who lives in Dovecote Hatch. Sophie’s met at 
the station by the new vicar, Aiden Fielding, who explains that 
her cousin is dying and wants to see her. Sophie and Aiden 
knew each either as children, and Sophie must admit to her-
self that she’s loved Aiden ever since. Florence and George dig 
into information from the past to solve the puzzle of who wrote 
the letters that drove a woman to suicide and into an unmarked 
grave while uncovering a raft of modern-day secrets that lead to 
another murder.

A haunting tale of love, death, and obsession.

THE CRIME THAT BINDS
Cass, Laurie
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-0-593-19773-8  

A Michigan librarian must juggle 
the three most important things in her 
life—her fiance; her bookmobile; and 
her cat, Mr. Eddie—and a fourth, a case 
of homicide.

The bookmobile gets Minnie Ham-
ilton involved in two murder cases 

because her patrons enjoy talking and she hears plenty of gos-
sip. She, Eddie, and her new assistant, Hunter Morales, are on 
a run when a retired judge mentions that a valuable sculpture 
has gone missing from his family’s lakeside cottage, though 
he’s not sure it was stolen. Meanwhile, Pug Mattock, a down-
stater who’s come up early to prepare his cottage for retirement, 
chats with Ryan Anderson, another regular, a young man who 
survives on part-time jobs, about sports, beer, and the weather 
before Ryan gets a text and takes off. Minnie soon learns that 
he’s wanted by the police for bank robbery and murder, two 

crimes she’s certain he didn’t commit. Although she must deal 
with a one-woman campaign to fire the library director and her 
best friend’s stubborn refusal to take time off in the last days 
of her pregnancy, the murder of Pug pushes her to investigate. 
Ignoring the police, who are looking at Ryan as the perp, Min-
nie finds enough other candidates to give her plenty of alterna-
tives to think about while she’s waiting to see if the killer adds 
her to their list.

A pleasant character-driven cozy with an adorable cat and 
enough human suspects to keep things interesting.

DARK WATERS RISING
Clark, Cassandra
Severn House (272 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-4483-0665-7  

As the waters rise, Sister Hildegard 
of Swyne Priory must deal with her inner 
demons, defiant novices, an imminent 
flood—and murder.

Conflict and danger have swept 
across England in 1394. The young King 

Richard is in danger from his ambitious barons, at least two 
of whom think they belong on the throne. At Swyne, identi-
cal twin novices Bella and Rogella, bitter about being sent to 
the convent, constantly stir up trouble. Hildegard and Hubert 
de Courcy, lord abbot of Meaux, are passionately in love but 
have so far resisted the temptation to act. As the scientifically 
minded Sister Josiana predicts massive flooding, citizens of 
Meaux and Swyne make preparations and warn the countryside. 
Then a young man who claims to be Leonin, the king’s musi-
cian, arrives at the convent seeking sanctuary as he flees a hired 
assassin. A murdered lay sister found in a nearby creek may have 
been mistaken for Leonin in the dark. The next day, Hildegard 
and Josiana take Leonin to the priory in Meaux, which had been 
his original destination, as they seek answers about the mystery 
of the sister’s death. When the women return to Swyne, Hil-
degard is told that she’s been summoned right back to Meaux 
by Hubert, and when she arrives at the priory, she’s astonished 
at Hubert’s treatment of her. The next disaster strikes when 
one of the twins vanishes along with the abbey priest, and 
the remaining twin, who refuses to say whether she’s Bella or 
Rogella, admits to a heartless scheme to get away from Swyne. 
Hildegard tasks herself with uncovering a killer, locating the 
missing novice, discovering why Hubert is acting so oddly, and 
perhaps even finding her own happiness.

A fitting conclusion to an excellent series that immerses 
readers in medieval times and deeply conceived characters.



STILL WATERS
Driscoll, Sara
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-4967-3506-5  

A routine training weekend for FBI 
search-and-rescue dog handler Meg Jen-
nings and Hawk, her black Lab, turns out 
to be anything but.

Meg and Brian Foster, another han-
dler on the Human Scent Evidence Team, 

have asked Craig Beaumont, the special agent in charge who 
heads their unit, to authorize their participation in an event to 
help their canine charges sharpen their skills at finding human 
remains in and under water. The weekend in Minnesota’s Supe-
rior National Forest, organized under the auspices of the Search 
Dogs of America, brings them into competition with half a 
dozen other person-and-pooch pairs from New York, Con-
necticut, Chicago, Wyoming, and California. Disappointed by 

Hawk’s performance on their first search, Meg is horrified that 
night to see preening Deputy Rita Pratt, of the Laramie County 
Sheriff ’s Office, choking Ava, her Malinois partner who’s taken 
the lead. The next day, she learns that Pratt has responded to 
her threat to report the incident by preemptively filing a simi-
lar report against Meg. What makes the turnabout particularly 
awkward is that in between the two shocking moments, Pratt’s 
corpse has been discovered by none other than Hawk. Called 
from the Minneapolis FBI office to investigate, Special Agent 
Jonathan Brogan wastes no time establishing his institutional 
impartiality by casting Meg as the prime suspect, and she’s 
stripped of her official status pending a formal investigation. 
Without missing a beat, she sends out an SOS to Washington Post 
reporter Clay McCord, her sister’s partner, who joins Brian and 
D.C. firefighter/paramedic Lt. Todd Webb, Meg’s own romantic 
partner, to search for clues against the only other suspects: the 
event’s organizers and other participants. As usual, though, it’s 
the dogs who carry off detecting honors.

Not much mystery but reams of logistical detail about the 
training and handling of these superskilled canines.
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DEATH BY SPICED CHAI
Erickson, Alex
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-4967-3665-9  

An Ohio coffee-shop owner comes 
up against a malicious campaign blaming 
her for all sorts of misdeeds.

Krissy Hancock is part owner of 
Death by Coffee, a charming combina-
tion of bookstore and coffee shop. Her 

father, James, is a popular author whose new novel is sure to be 
a hit, but when customer Hamish Lauder realizes it’s the begin-
ning of a new series, he complains that he’s still waiting for James 
to finish the last one. “It’s insulting to the reader,” Hamish says. 

“Making us wait. What gives him the right to decide to work on 
something else when there’s a series he has yet to finish.” (Pag-
ing George R.R. Martin!) Krissy’s own troubles start when a 
woman finds a cockroach in her coffee and there turn out to be 
more in the bathroom. Of course the story spreads all over Pine 
Hills, and while most of Krissy’s customers defend her, others 
take joy in her problem, and her new neighbor seems to hate 
her. Then she starts getting strange texts and a picture showing 
her boyfriend, police officer Paul Dalton, looking cozy with his 
ex, Shannon. Other people get nasty letters supposedly written 
by Krissy, and she’s called into the police station for allegedly 
throwing a brick through a restaurant window. An online news 
source accuses her of even worse behavior. All this is bad, but 
when Hamish Lauder is killed, Krissy realizes that if she doesn’t 
solve the crime, she may end up in prison. She’s been involved 
with murder cases before, but she’s never felt so threatened or 
helpless. Still, she plows ahead with research and questions she 
hopes will find the real culprit.

A pressure-packed cozy whose intrepid sleuth really feels 
the heat.

THE PLOT THICKETS
Henry, Julia
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-4967-3310-8  

An avid New England gardener digs 
up the dirt on a local funeral parlor.

Lilly Jayne is an exemplar of active 
senior living. Well into her 60s, she 
juggles a staggering number of proj-
ects, mostly centered on beautifying her 

hometown of Goosebush, Massachusetts. Helped by her hand-
some neighbor Roddy Lyden, she’s heavily invested in a major 
renovation of Alden Park, and she’s also helping establish a bird 
sanctuary along Shipyard Lane. When she turns her attention 
to the overgrown thickets at the Goosebush Town Cemetery, 
however, Lilly gets a jolt. Not only are the graves badly tended, 
but some of the plots don’t seem to be where she remembers 

them. Markers are missing, and newly placed headstones have 
appeared in what should have been old family plots. When Lilly 
comes to her own family mausoleum, her surprise turns to alarm. 
Not only is the garden a mess, but someone’s moved the bench 
from one side of the tomb to the back wall. Her concern deep-
ens even further when Whitney Dunne-Bradford, the owner 
of Bradford Funeral Home, is murdered. But her author gives 
Lilly such a rich and varied social life that it’s hard to generate 
much forward thrust for her investigation. Like an underpow-
ered rototiller, she plows the same ground over and over with 
minimal progress. At the end, it’s clear that some kind of scam 
probably occurred, but whether premeditated malfeasance or 
sloppy paperwork is to blame is pretty much anyone’s guess.

Mulch ado about nothing. 

AN UNFORGIVING PLACE
Kells, Claire
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-63910-123-8  

In remote Alaska, a National Park 
Service investigator links two mysteri-
ous deaths to the enigmatic leader of a 
fertility cult.

Though she’s on vacation from her 
Investigative Services Branch detail in 

Alaska’s Denali National Park, Felicity Harland is called in for a 
case that brings her to the remote Gates of the Arctic National 
Park, above the Arctic Circle. ISB needs to investigate two bod-
ies found along the park’s Alatna River. Could they be those of 
missing hikers Kelsey and Tim Greer? Harland asks her some-
time partner Ferdinand “Hux” Huxley to join her, hopeful that 
both his meticulous eye for detail and his past as a Navy SEAL 
will help. Plus, at this point, she enjoys Hux’s company, which 
manages to be companionable without asking anything of her. 
It doesn’t take Harland and Hux long to determine that some-
thing is amiss with the bodies, which appear to be those of two 
people who willingly embraced death. Clearly that’s not right, 
but what does it mean? Listening to folks more familiar with 
the area leads Harland and Hux to believe the deaths may relate 
to a local fertility group, a cultish cadre of long-term campers 
led by the enigmatic Zane Reynolds. Tracking down the group 
is quite a feat, but more difficulties stem from Harland and 
Hux’s decision to pose as a long-term couple in order to infil-
trate it. Their investigation threatens to cross the boundaries of 
safety as well as the personal and professional lines they’ve been 
so careful to establish. Will it change their relationship in ways 
that can’t be changed back?

Emphasizing personal details over the case marks a defi-
nite shift in this parks-focused series.



BLACKWATER FALLS
Khan, Ausma Zehanat
Minotaur (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-2508-2238-3  

Xenophobia and greed foment vio-
lence and corruption in a small mountain 
town.

Racial tension runs high in Blackwa-
ter Falls, Colorado, thanks to the evangeli-
cal, anti-immigrant Resurrection Church 

and its “outreach branch” of motorcycle-riding vigilantes dubbed 
the Disciples. Members of minority groups have filed multiple 
complaints against Resurrection crony Sheriff Addison Grant 
and his like-minded deputies, so when the corpse of 16-year-old 
Syrian refugee Razan Elkader is found stripped of her hijab and 
nailed to the door of her local mosque in a “gruesome emula-
tion of the Crucifixion,” the Denver Police Department’s Com-
munity Response Unit takes over the investigation. Led by Lt. 

Waqas Seif, the CRU’s mandate is to provide accountability and 
transparency to overpoliced communities. Seif taps Det. Inaya 
Rahman to run point; though she, her parents, and her younger 
sisters only moved to the area six months ago, the Rahmans 
worship at the Blackwater mosque, and Inaya has prior expe-
rience working homicide. With help from Det. Catalina Her-
nandez and civil rights attorney Areesha Adams, Inaya probes 
Razan’s murder while searching for two missing Somali girls 
whom Grant previously dismissed as runaways. Seif pushes back 
on efforts to implicate Grant, prompting Inaya to question his 
allegiance. Khan’s third-person narrative unfolds largely from 
Inaya’s perspective, detailing her struggles to reconcile her faith 
with the realities of her law enforcement career. Occasional 
chapters from Seif ’s POV add context and heighten tension. 
The mystery’s denouement is convoluted, and the supporting 
cast is studded with stereotypes, blunting the tale’s impact, but 
Inaya is a complex, compassionate protagonist perfectly poised 
to helm a new series challenging the outmoded conventions of 
police procedurals.

A timely, nuanced take on a staid formula.
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corruption in a small mountain town.”

blackwater falls
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ROBERT B. PARKER’S FALLOUT
Lupica, Mike
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-593-54027-5  

A pair of couldn’t-be-less-related 
murders are at the heart of Jesse Stone’s 
latest case.

All too soon after the police chief 
of Paradise, Massachusetts, relaxes by 
taking in a baseball game the Paradise 

Pirates win over neighboring Marshport High, the town is dev-
astated by the discovery of shortstop Jack Carlisle’s body on the 
rocks below Bluff Lookout. Since Jack was not only a bona fide 
baseball star, but the nephew of Detective Luther “Suitcase” 
Simpson, the case is guaranteed top priority—until the stone-
walling of Jack’s teammates and his girlfriend, Ainsley Walsh, 
who may have been two-timing him with first baseman Scott 
Ford, is upstaged by a second fatality, the shooting of retired 
Paradise police chief Charlie Farrell in his home. Rejecting the 
possibility that two such sudden deaths could be coincidental, 
Jesse beats the bushes looking for a connection. Along the way 
he finds angry parents, links to a cryptocurrency ring, mobbed-
up heavies, a third corpse, and a growing series of hints that the 
center of this criminal maelstrom, if indeed it has a center, is 
newcomer Hillary More’s candy store, More Chocolate, which 
turns out to have brought together a remarkably far-flung crowd 
of sweet-toothed suspects. Manfully resisting the questions of 
local reporter Nellie Shofner, to whom he says “We’re friends 
with benefits. Just not those kind of benefits,” Jesse miracu-
lously ties all these felonies together and manages to elude the 
latest crime boss he’s run afoul of.

The helter-skelter ending is a small price to pay for such an 
effective series of small-town jolts.

MURDER AT BLACK OAKS
Margolin, Phillip
Minotaur (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-2502-5846-5  

A former prosecutor haunted by his 
role in the unjust conviction of a murder 
suspect years ago summons noted attor-
ney Robin Lockwood to his isolated Ore-
gon manse to enlist her aid. What could 
possibly go wrong?

Archie Stallings was the star witness against fellow student 
Jose Alvarez in 1990, when Alvarez was sentenced to death in 
the matter of his girlfriend Margo Prescott’s fatal bludgeoning. 
Seven years later, a gloating confession that Stallings makes to 
the lawyer defending him against a rape charge, Frank Mel-
ville—whose ringing courtroom speech when he was a pros-
ecutor sent Alvarez to death row—torments Melville, since 
attorney-client privilege demands his silence. Upon Stallings’ 

own death, Melville resolves to do whatever it takes to win 
Alvarez’s release. Working under his direction with investigator 
Ken Breland, Robin gets Alvarez’s conviction overturned, and 
he’s set free. But he’s not grateful or happy about his invitation 
to Black Oaks, Melville’s mountaintop retreat, which has its 
own dark history of murder. When Corey Rockwell, the fad-
ing Hollywood star Melville’s invited to join them, ostensibly 
to discuss making a film based on the Alvarez case, begins to 
smell a rat, the stage is set for Melville’s stabbing in his private 
elevator. Margolin steeps this impossible murder in a nostal-
gic brew of family curses, ancient grudges, escaped convicts, 
improbable masquerades, supplementary homicides, and other 
contrivances. Fans will rejoice to detect echoes of Agatha Chris-
tie’s And Then There Were None, Ellery Queen’s The Siamese Twin 
Mystery, and countless puzzles by John Dickson Carr, though 
they may find the net effect more like a scrapbook of beloved 
memories than a coherent narrative of contemporary murder.

An unapologetic valentine to golden age whodunits that 
sports its clichés as proudly as badges.

A MURDER AT BALMORAL
McGeorge, Chris
Putnam (384 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-593-54413-6  

Classic elements of a cozy British 
murder mystery reappear in an updated 
and timely royal romp.

McGeorge jumps headfirst into an 
alternate-history mystery hinging on a 
different line of succession within the 

Windsor dynasty in which Edward VIII had not abdicated the 
throne for Wallis Simpson. Elderly King Eric, the fictional heir 
to that Edwardian line, is preparing for what should be a cozy 
Christmas at Balmoral Castle and is also preparing to share his 
plans for his own retirement and, apparently, the designation 
of a successor under new rules of succession. Gathered around 
King Eric for the holiday are his tipsy wife, semidisgraced 
brother, middle-aged twin daughters and one son-in-law (a 
commoner!), adolescent grandsons, a security officer, and his 
devoted longtime Bajan chef and confidant, Jonathan Alleyne. 
As luck would have it, a severe blizzard strikes Balmoral and 
the small group is stranded and isolated in what turns out to 
be a very large “locked room” when the king drops dead after 
a traditional British Christmas dinner, just as he is about to 
reveal his plans for the future. Oh, and everyone’s cellphones 
are locked away to minimize the risk of disclosing the family’s 
whereabouts! When it appears the sovereign was poisoned by 
someone within the group, Jon reluctantly takes charge of an ad 
hoc investigation until help can be summoned after the blizzard. 
That endeavor might actually be easier than managing the band 
of rival royals, most of whom hold secrets from and grudges 
toward each other. Revered classic mystery tropes, including 
power failure and communication breakdowns with the outside 
world, come into play alongside more modern concerns such 



as establishing who is leaking information to the writers of The 
Monarch (think The Crown) television series the family is quasi-
obsessed with.

A complicated contemporary puzzler pays homage to 
tradition.

MURDER AT THE 
MAJESTIC HOTEL
McKenna, Clara
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-4967-3818-9  

After a courtship marred by murders 
and family problems, Lyndy and Stella 
finally make it official through a mar-
riage that confirms them as Lord and 
Lady Lyndhurst.

Things start to go wrong as soon as the happy couple checks 
into York’s best hotel in September 1905. Since the Honey-
moon Suite they’ve reserved is occupied by chocolatier Horace 
Wingrove for one night, they reluctantly agree to take the Royal 
Suite. Lyndy tries to talk Wingrove into moving, but he refuses, 
asserting that it’s where he and his late wife spent their hon-
eymoon. The night is far from quiet, for Wingrove has visitors, 
and the next morning, a maid discovers Wingrove dead. Even 
though Dr. Bell, who resides in the hotel, declares the death an 
accidental case of carbon monoxide poisoning, the hotel man-
ager still calls the police, and Bell volunteers to tell Wingrove’s 
nephew, Morgan Amesbury-Jones, who’s staying at the hotel 
along with Wingrove’s secretary. Stella, realizing that most of 
the pillows are missing from Wingrove’s room, suspects murder 
when feathers fall from the chimney. Wingrove’s secretary and 
nephew, who inherits Wingrove’s famed chocolate company, 
join Stella’s meager list of suspects. Since the detective sergeant 
assigned to the case is mainly interested in protecting the royals 
who are visiting York for the unveiling of a statue, Stella must 
deal with thwarted romance, class differences, anti-royalists, 
and a missing chocolate formula while surviving her serendipi-
tous honeymoon.

The halcyon days of 1905 are both romantic and dangerous 
for the charming sleuths.

DARK OF NIGHT
Nickless, Barbara
Thomas & Mercer (367 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-6625-0081-7  

The theft of priceless papyrus frag-
ments leads to murder and an interna-
tional search for both the parchments 
and a killer.

Dr. Elizabeth Lawrence, head of the 
Chicago Institute of Middle Eastern 

Antiquities, excitedly receives a pair of documents known as 
the Moses papyri during a late-night rendezvous. When she 
abruptly goes missing, both Ronen Avraham, of the Israeli 
Antiquities Authority, and Elizabeth’s friend Dr. Evan Wild-
ing, a professor of semiotics, linguistics, and paleography at the 
University of Chicago, undertake separate searches. Elizabeth’s 
recent diagnosis of cancer leads Evan to suspect suicide. Then 
police detective Addie Bisset, for whom Evan has worked previ-
ously as a consultant, calls with the news that Elizabeth’s been 
found dead in her car. When examining her body, Evan discov-
ers an Egyptian cobra. It’s apparently the agent of death…and 
a message as well? Nickless’ character-driven mystery unfolds 
on a panoramic scale, presenting a huge cast of characters and 
working in interesting sidebars about mythology, paleontology, 
Middle East history, cobras, Chicago tourist attractions, and 
more. Addie focuses primarily on forensics, while Evan under-
takes phone- and legwork. He alertly links the murder to Eliza-
beth’s recent trip to Israel. Once they team up, the investigative 
path takes the duo through numerous sketchy characters in the 
worlds of antiquities, academia, and the Mossad. Perro, a corgi 
Evan is dogsitting, proves an able sidekick and source of comic 
relief. 

Engrossing bits of scholarship tucked into a nifty proce-
dural with amiable sleuths. 

NO STRANGERS HERE 
O’Connor, Carlene
Kensington (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-4967-3752-6  

Ireland’s County Kerry provides the 
backdrop for O’Connor’s compelling 
series kickoff.

DI Cormac O’Brien, who’s new to 
Dingle, must depend on the locals for 
insight when the body of racehorse 

owner Johnny O’Reilly is found on a beach along with 69 black 
stones spelling out the words “Last Dance.” O’Reilly was 69 
years old, too. DS Neely provides Cormac with background 
on Last Dance, one of O’Reilly’s horses that was killed in a 
road accident more than 25 years earlier. It’s clear that O’Reilly 
was murdered elsewhere and his body brought to the beach 
in a boat. Only a child’s footprints are found nearby. Bucking 
the powers that be to work the case, Cormac learns that the 
O’Reillys and the family of Eamon Wilde, their veterinarian, 
have a complex history that could have led to murder. Eamon 
shows signs of dementia; his wife, Maeve, who used to go danc-
ing with O’Reilly, reads tarot cards. Their son, Donnecha, who 
serves as caretaker of O’Reilly’s yachts, is a bit of a wild one. But 
it’s their daughter, Dr. Dimpna Wilde, that Cormac finds most 
fascinating. A talented veterinarian, tiny and beautiful, she’s the 
widow of a man who killed himself after swindling hundreds of 
Dubliners out of their life savings. Unable to pay her bills when 
her assets are seized, she returns to Dingle to help her father’s 
practice and try to extricate her family from a murder charge. 
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Dimpna’s past is about to be torn wide open, revealing various 
crimes, including her rape by Johnny’s son Sean O’Reilly, and 
the revelation that what she remembers is not always the truth.

Exciting, convoluted, and rich with compelling characters, 
this is the best of O’Connor’s Irish mysteries to date.

MURDER AT THE JUBILEE 
RALLY
Shames, Terry
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-4483-0934-4  

What’s more dangerous, a motor-
cycle rally or a teenage girl? Texas police 
chief Samuel Craddock is about to find 
out.

Not everyone is thrilled that the 
yearly Jubilee Motorcycle Rally is about to come to Jarrett 
Creek. Some locals want to ban it. But the merchants who’ve 
parlayed a good deal of money from the event are happy to put 
up with a little aggravation. The sheriff brokers a truce after 
a nasty war of words breaks out between Lily Deverell, who’s 
spearheading the campaign to shut down the rally, and Amber 
Johnson, a store owner whose husband was badly injured while 
riding with his motorcycle club, leaving her to support their fam-
ily by herself. Meanwhile, Craddock offers to take his nephew’s 
teenage daughter, Hailey, for a while to see if he can straighten 
out her recent bad behavior. Visiting the rally grounds to check 
out security, Sam notices Amber coming out of an RV. When, 
the next evening, she’s found dead behind the music venue at 
the rally, Sam and his deputy, Maria Trevino, investigate even 
though the case is assigned to the overburdened Department 
of Public Safety and Sam already has his hands full with Hailey, 
who alternates between acting like the sweet girl he remembers 
and a sneaky, hormonal teen who’s been hiding a much older 
boyfriend. At least Hailey takes an interest in the murder inves-
tigation and makes some new friends. The town rallies around 
the Johnson family, but Sam’s discovery that some of Amber’s 
income comes from turning tricks opens up a whole new ave-
nue to investigate both in town and at the rally.

A neat character-intensive combo of clever police work 
and family angst.

DISCO DEAD
Talley, Marcia
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-4483-0795-1  

A do-gooder gets a new mission as 
part of an amateur sleuthing group that’s 
working on a murder from the disco era.

Hannah Ives is one of those people 
who’s always doing something. She 

informs her adult daughter, Emily, whom she runs into at the 
crowded Annapolis Trader Joe’s, that her next stop is the ceme-
tery, where she’s been taking pictures of headstones for relatives 
who may not be able to see them in person through FindAGrave.
com (a real website). Emily can’t help but tease Hannah about 
her constant do-something nature, but Hannah’s involvement 
with all sorts of projects has brought her a lot of joy and a lot of 
experience solving mysteries. At St. Luke’s Cemetery some 20 
minutes later, Hannah runs into Isabel Randall, from local sta-
tion WBNF-TV, who recognizes Hannah from her 18 previous 
investigations. After Izzy tells Hannah the story of Amy Madi-
son, a young woman killed by an unknown assailant after a night 
at a popular local disco in 1978, Hannah joins Izzy and the group 
of citizen detectives who call themselves the Silent Sleuths in 
an effort to find out what happened to Amy and give her poor 
parents some relief. Her meticulous research uses DNA details 
found at the scene to suggest a shocking twist: Amy’s murder 
may not be an isolated event but the first work of a serial killer. 
Worse yet, if the Silent Sleuths can’t find evidence the killer has 
been stopped, is it possible that he could kill again?

The telling details that urge readers along the way might 
even end up teaching them something.

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

TREAD OF ANGELS 
Roanhorse, Rebecca
Saga/Simon & Schuster (208 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-982166-18-2  

When her younger sister is arrested 
for murder, Celeste Semyaza must 
scramble to prove her innocence.

In the world of Roanhorse’s new 
novel, society is divided between the 
Elect and the Fallen. The Fallen are 

descendants of the demons who followed Lucifer and rebelled 
against God. As a result, they are largely discriminated against 
and looked down upon as sinful and evil by the privileged Elect. 
In the mining town of Goetia, however, the Fallen and the Elect 
live together in order to mine a precious substance called divin-
ity, which the Fallen are better equipped to handle than the 
Elect. Celeste, a card dealer, and her sister, Mariel, a singer, are 
half Fallen, half Elect. When Mariel is accused of murdering a 
Virtue, the most respected of all the Elect humans, Celeste is 
determined to find evidence of her innocence and set her free. 
Roanhorse, an expert worldbuilder, sets up her fantasy-Western 
universe and her take on angels and demons as fantasy tropes 



with impressive efficiency. And when her world is so quickly 
and easily understood by the reader, Roanhorse has plenty 
of space to engage with noir storytelling and the trope of the 

“tragic mulatto,” as she mentions in her acknowledgements. Too 
much description of her excellent plot would risk spoiling an 
inventive and propulsive narrative, but readers accustomed to 
Roanhorse’s richly detailed characters and beautifully executed 
action sequences will not be disappointed.

A superb dark fantasy. 

r o m a n c e

A VERY MERRY BROMANCE
Adams, Lyssa Kay
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-33279-5  

Another member of the Bromance 
Book Club finds love in this fifth series 
outing.

Country star Colton Wheeler can’t 
get Gretchen Winthrop out of his head. 
A year ago, they had a steamy, satisfying 

one-night stand after a wedding, but when Colton asked to see 
her again, Gretchen bolted out the door. Gretchen comes from 
the wealthiest family in Tennessee but has turned her back on 
her family’s money and influence to start her own small prac-
tice providing legal expertise for immigrants. When her oldest 
brother asks her to reach out to Colton to be the brand ambas-
sador to her family’s whiskey distillery, she agrees; in return, she 
asks for her rightful seat on the family’s charitable foundation 
board. When Gretchen approaches Colton, she’s surprised that 
he has some conditions of his own. He agrees to consider her 
offer if she’ll go out on three dates with him. When Colton dis-
covers that Gretchen is a verifiable Scrooge, he’s determined 
to use their dates to show her the joy of the Christmas season. 
With the help and advice of his buddies in the Bromance Book 
Club, Colton will show Gretchen his sunshiny personality is 
the perfect match for her grumpy one. Longtime readers of 
the series won’t be surprised when the plot takes a turn toward 
more serious and somber topics. In this case, Colton discovers 
that Gretchen is aloof and prickly as a coping mechanism from 
having grown up in an abusive home. Colton’s instant love and 
devotion for Gretchen is a fact of the book rather than some-
thing that develops over time, and the result is a relationship 
that doesn’t feel fully developed. The novel is jammed full of 
scenes with characters from earlier installments and charming 
meetings of the Bromance Book Club, which will please fans of 
the series.

A solid but unremarkable effort in this long-running series 
about men who read romance.

ASTRID PARKER DOESN’T FAIL
Blake, Ashley Herring
Berkley (400 pp.) 
$15.50 paper  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-0-593-33642-7  

A driven interior designer finds her-
self in new territory when she unexpect-
edly falls for a carpenter.

After breaking things off with her 
perfect-on-paper fiance, Astrid Parker 
throws herself into her work as an inte-

rior designer. Astrid might seem uptight to her loud and lovable 
group of friends, but she knows she just holds herself to a high 
standard—one set years ago by her overbearing, critical mother. 
But one thing Astrid never counted on was carpenter Jordan 
Everwood, whom she runs into—literally—before realizing the 
two of them will have to work together on Astrid’s latest reno-
vation, the Everwood Inn. Astrid is tasked with redesigning the 
inn for an HGTV show called Innside America, and she’s hop-
ing the job will help revitalize her career. But Jordan isn’t just 
the carpenter on the job—she’s also the granddaughter of the 
inn’s owner, and her sentimentality makes Astrid’s job harder. 
Astrid wants to make every room sleek and modern, while Jor-
dan wants to keep the inn quirky and dark. But their on-camera 
clashes lead to an off-camera attraction, and eventually Astrid 
begins to realize that her carefully laid plans might not be what 
she wants after all. In the second book in her Bright Falls series, 
following Delilah Green Doesn’t Care (2022), Blake tenderly 
explores Astrid’s journey to becoming more herself—which 
involves interrogating her career dreams and realizing that she’s 
bisexual. Astrid and Jordan are both appealing characters, and 
Astrid’s boisterous and endearing group of queer friends will 
make Bright Falls a town readers won’t want to leave.

A steamy, emotional, and charming romance about defin-
ing success on your own terms.

TWO WRONGS MAKE 
A RIGHT 
Liese, Chloe
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-0-593-44150-3  

When two polar opposites get paired 
up by their meddling friends, their plan to 
fake a relationship ends up fooling every-
one—including themselves—in this riff 
on Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing.

Bea Wilmot isn’t prioritizing the dating scene—especially 
not after she trips and falls drink-first into the stuffed shirt oth-
erwise known as Jamie Westenberg at a party where his friend 
and her twin sister have just announced their engagement. From 
their first conversation, it seems that they couldn’t have any-
thing in common. She’s a struggling artist covered in beautiful 
tattoos; he’s the buttoned-up, glasses-wearing type who packs 
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an extra set of clothes just in case. When their well-meaning 
friends plot to pair them off without their knowledge, it doesn’t 
take long for Bea and Jamie to find out they’ve been set up, but 
rather than admit defeat and go back to surviving singledom, 
they decide to get back by getting even. The solution? Pretend 
they’re desperately into one another in a fake-dating scheme 
to end all fake-dating schemes—but the longer it goes on, the 
harder Bea and Jamie begin to fall for each other for real. From 
a meet-cute that crackles with wit and humor to pages upon 
pages of scorching tension, Liese has crafted a warm, delight-
ful novel that emphasizes acceptance, communication, and the 
self-worth we can discover by both daring to love and letting 
ourselves be loved.

An effervescent reimagining of the Bard packaged in an 
opposites-attract romance.

PRINCESS AND THE PLAYER
Madden-Mills, Ilsa
Montlake Romance (287 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-5420-3846-1  

A football player and an artist find 
true love after a one-night stand.

On Tuck Avery’s 35th birthday, his 
best friends surprise him with a trip to 
Manhattan’s most exclusive sex club. 
Tuck is happy for the distraction: It’s 

also the anniversary of his father’s death, and he’s worried 
that he might be aging out of professional football. He meets 
a beautiful young woman, and the two have a night of anony-
mous, sizzling sex in a private room at the club. Ten weeks 
later, Francesca Lane is experiencing multiple crises: A vengeful 
boss just fired her from her job as a tattoo artist and she real-
izes she’s pregnant from her one-night stand with the mysteri-
ous stranger. Having grown up bouncing among foster homes, 
being left behind over and over, Francesca decides to keep the 
baby. Coincidentally, she discovers that her mystery lover has 
been living in her apartment building for years. They’ve never 
crossed paths before because he has his own private elevator 
to the penthouse. Tuck can’t believe his luck—the woman he 
can’t stop thinking about has been right under his nose all along. 
Francesca decides to keep the baby a secret from Tuck despite 
the fact that her roommates, several other building residents, 
and even the doorman know about her pregnancy. Eventually, 
Tuck and Francesca can no longer resist each other, and they 
begin a passionate affair that lasts for months. The book steams 
merrily forward with this common sense–defying plot. Tuck, a 
wide receiver who can sight and catch a football from anywhere 
on the field, somehow fails to see the baby bump right in front 
of him. Increasingly more dramatic storylines are introduced, 
perhaps with the goal of creating a chaotic, happy whirlwind of 
a book, but instead it feels tired and sloppy.

A contrived plot and underdeveloped characters keep this 
one on the bench.

PRIDE AND PROTEST
Payne, Nikki
Berkley (416 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-593-44094-0  

A spirited activist and a real estate 
CEO clash in a battle of heads and hearts 
in this inventive Austen retelling.

When Alizé Bennett, otherwise 
known as Liza B., isn’t showcasing inter-
national hip-hop on her radio show, she 

can be found protecting the housing rights of her tightknit D.C. 
community. News has spread about the imminent eviction of all 
residents from the low-income Longbourne Gardens complex 
due to Pemberley Development’s newest creation, Netherfield 
Court. Liza, her three siblings, their mother, and Granny—
along with dozens of other longtime inhabitants—face losing 
their homes to make way for vegan bakeries and high-end pet 
spas. Liza has more than one bone to pick with the man behind 
the gentrification of her home: Dorsey Fitzgerald, Pemberley’s 
acting CEO. After the tragic death of his adoptive parents and 
older brother, Dorsey became the heir to his family’s billions 
despite his feelings of inadequacy and general dislike of the very 
foundations of real estate development. Adopted from the Phil-
ippines at age 9 by the White Fitzgerald family, Dorsey has long 
felt as if he didn’t belong, and Liza’s fervent public protests of 
Netherfield do little to grant him credibility. As the two nem-
eses find themselves constantly in one another’s orbit, however, 
and as Liza and Dorsey squabble over politics and pride, their 
burning hatred starts to transform into passion. Soon, simple 
moments shared in snowstorms and innocent grocery store 
visits reverberate with their desire. Amid rising sexual tension, 
viral memes, and distractions from other potential mates, how 
will Liza and Dorsey make their love last? Payne’s version of 
Pride and Prejudice deftly explores themes of racism and ide-
alism while providing deep insights into her characters. The 
author crafts a thoroughly modern update to Austen’s novel and 
even offers a confident replacement for the untying-of-the-cor-
set trope with the satisfying snap of shirt buttons.

A lively, sexy, and fresh take on a beloved classic.

BEFORE I LET GO
Ryan, Kennedy
Forever (400 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-5387-0679-4  

A divorced couple finds love again.
Yasmen and Josiah Wade have been 

divorced for two years. They met in col-
lege, and after marrying, they opened 
a successful restaurant in Atlanta and 
started a family. Their seemingly rock-

solid marriage went off course after two tragic losses: Josiah’s 
beloved aunt died, and their much-desired third child was 



stillborn. Yasmen suffered from brutal, agonizing depression, 
and, unable to cope with their grief and sadness, the two agreed 
to a divorce. Now, Yasmen and Josiah co-parent and manage 
their business, and both are trying to move on with their lives. 
The catalyst for change is when Josiah starts dating again. Yas-
men is surprised to find feelings she thought were long dead 
rising up to the surface—attraction, possessiveness, and love. 
What if their divorce was a mistake? The novel is stuffed full of 
melodrama and angst as Yasmen and Josiah care for their kids, 
decide if they should expand the business, and explore their 
wholly unexpected reconnection. Notably, the book shows the 
benefits of therapy for both children and adults. Josiah resisted 
therapy after the loss of their baby but now agrees to see a ther-
apist as a model for his son who has been struggling at school. 
Josiah’s willingness to finally talk about his feelings allows the 
couple to open up about the end of their marriage, paving the 
way for a new future together. Colleen Hoover fans looking for 
a dramatic emotional journey starring people in their 30s will 
find what they are looking for here.

A melodramatic family saga with a side of romance.

THE REWIND
Scotch, Allison Winn
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-54653-6  

A decade after their messy breakup 
in 1989, two people find themselves in 
bed together the morning of New Year’s 
Eve, wearing rings and with no recollec-
tion of what happened the night before.

Ezra Jones and Frankie Harriman 
become best friends during their sophomore year at college. A 
once-in-a-generation piano prodigy as a child, Frankie stopped 
playing at 17, determined to finally control her own life. She 
re-creates herself at Middleton University in Massachusetts, 
keeping her talent a complete secret. Ezra is an anxiety-ridden 
but kind boy on a full merit scholarship whose mother is fight-
ing ovarian cancer. By junior year, Ezra and Frankie are in love 
and inseparable. But in the hours before graduation, they have 
a knock-down fight, break up, and subsequently steer clear of 
each other for a decade. Then a pair of their college friends—
April, now teaching literature at Middleton, and Connor, now 
an assistant hockey coach on campus—decide to get married 
in a “Party Like It’s 1999”–themed wedding on the eve of the 
new millennium. Frankie is now a high-flying music manager; 
Ezra is wealthy after having sold a gaming model to Yahoo, and 
he’s plotting the grandest gesture he can think of: He’s going to 
propose to his girlfriend, Mimi, with his grandmother’s 2-carat 
diamond ring once the new century begins. The story follows 
the day after the night before and Ezra and Frankie’s quest to 
retrace their steps and figure out if they are actually married. 
Author Scotch has written a book that moves in minutes rather 
than days and is told through memories as the pair walk around 
campus remembering episodes from their past—both from 10 

years earlier and the night before. Many, many pages are spent 
hashing (and rehashing) the demons unearthed at each building 
they come to that have made them into the messy, complicated 
adults that they currently are.

An engaging though repetitive story of a couple that come 
to accept their faults and in the process find their future.

THE DECOY 
GIRLFRIEND 
Vale, Lillie
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-593-42202-1  

A struggling author agrees to swap 
places with her celebrity look-alike—and 
starts falling for her doppelgänger’s co-
star in the process.

Freya Lal is facing the biggest strug-
gle of her professional life—how on Earth is she going to write 
a follow-up to her successful debut novel, with the deadline for 
her first draft looming in a matter of weeks, when she’s lack-
ing any inspiration? Rather than continue to fret, she decides to 
retreat into a newer pastime: dolling herself up and pretending 
to be the actress Mandi Roy. The two of them look enough alike 
that people always assume Freya is Mandi, meaning she’s been 
scoring benefits all over town. Unfortunately, one scheme hits 
the tabloids, and Mandi figures out what’s going on, but rather 
than out Freya immediately, she decides to offer the author a 
different kind of deal: She wants Freya to keep the imperson-
ation going for the next four weeks so Mandi can enjoy some 
much-needed R&R. That said, Freya will also have to maintain 
the fauxmance that Mandi’s had with her co-star Taft Bamber 
for the last several years. While Mandi and Taft have always 
kept things platonic behind the scenes, using their staged rela-
tionship to benefit their star power, Freya doesn’t want to pre-
tend Taft is her boyfriend because her feelings for him start to 
become very, very real. To make matters more complicated, Taft 
is pretty sure he’s falling for Freya, too, and when the two have 
to move in together in order to sell their decoy dynamic, it turns 
out they like playing house and all that it entails. The closer 
they get to the end of their four-week relationship, the harder 
it becomes to act as though their connection hasn’t been real 
from the beginning. This is a perfectly engaging, flirty rom-com 
staged around a couple that any reader will be able to fall for.

An irresistible romance.
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DO YOU TAKE THIS MAN
Williams, Denise
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-593-43719-3  

An accidental wedding planner and 
an even more accidental officiant must 
learn to purposefully stride toward love 
and commitment. 

After RJ Brooks officiated at an 
impromptu celebrity wedding in a public 

park, she’s become a walking paradox—a divorce attorney who 
is also a very popular wedding officiant. Although her side gig 
draws the side-eye from Gretchen, a senior lawyer she desper-
ately hopes will mentor her, RJ is able to efficiently juggle her 
career as a lawyer with her interest in marrying couples until 
she’s knocked off balance—literally and figuratively—by Lear 
Campbell, a cousin of RJ’s favorite wedding planner, Penny. 
Lear, once a pro-football events manager, is substituting for 
Penny while she’s on leave. Lear has never had trouble charming 
people, especially because he tries very hard to be nice. But RJ is 
a challenge: She appears to be immune to his appeal, and recent 
events have caused Lear to reevaluate his proclivity for niceness. 
RJ decides not to work with Lear, but when he turns out to be 
a close friend of Gretchen’s, she finds that she cannot refuse 
him. Forced to spend several hours in close proximity while 
romance is in the air, Lear and RJ find themselves attracted to 
one another, but RJ’s personal demons and Lear’s past prevent 
them from acknowledging any mutual feelings beyond lust. RJ 
and Lear are instantly likable: Each has a lovely sense of humor, 
and their personal struggles ring true and demand empathy. 
RJ’s interactions with her friends and Lear’s with his family 
are entertaining and heartbreaking in equal measure. Although 
their unwillingness to lower their defenses is understandable, 
RJ and Lear go around in circles one time too many. But Wil-
liams has a talent for weaving moments of genuine warmth and 
tenderness with sizzling sexual chemistry in ways that are con-
sistently engaging.

A sweet romance with appealing hints of heat and angst. 
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nonfiction
MY PINUP
Als, Hilton
New Directions (48 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-8112-3449-8  

A tale of a brief encounter and long 
obsession with the late musical icon 
Prince.

Prince (1958-2016) contained multi-
tudes, and every book about him seems 
to explore his aura through a different 
filter—musical, sexual, sartorial, reli-

gious, and so on. In this slim book, first published as an essay 
under a different title in Harper’s in 2012, Pulitzer Prize–win-
ning cultural critic Als emphasizes Prince’s role as a queer Black 
icon, somebody who challenged the notion that “for sex to be 
sex it needs to be shaming.” Prince’s 1988 album Lovesexy wasn’t 
his most successful, but for Als, it represents the high point of 
Prince’s sexual fluidity, his “DJ-like mixing of homosexualist 
and heterosexualist impulses.” The author reads Prince’s defi-
ance toward the mainstream record industry in the 1990s as 
symbolic of his effort to challenge the supremacy of heteronor-
mative, White behavior. But Prince is still a slippery persona for 
Als: He writes about interviewing him backstage before a 2004 
concert and being simultaneously charmed by him (his face 

“had the exact shape, and large eyes, of a beautiful turtle”) and 
put off, as when he evangelized on his faith as a Jehovah’s Wit-
ness. Prince at once lamented male journalists who feared their 
femininity while projecting a “new, heterosexualized, Jesus-
loving self.” At fewer than 50 pages, this book is too short to 
address Prince’s protean nature in depth. But as an appreciation 
of the liberating power he had over Als as a gay Black man, it’s 
undeniably engrossing. (Straight men felt that power, too: The 
book opens with a Jamie Foxx stand-up routine about having 
his hetero identity rocked by Prince.) In that regard, it’s a story 
about love in general, delighting in seeing yourself in a star, and 
lamenting when that star flickers in a different way.

A lyrical, provocative take on pop music’s power.
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On Aug. 7, we lost the legend-
ary author and historian David 
McCullough, who died at the age of 
89. McCullough was one of the most 
significant popular historians in the 
U.S. for decades. Ask any fan of Amer-
ican history or biography to name 
their favorite authors, and his name 
will likely be on the list. His trophy 
shelf alone is awe-inspiring—among 
other honors, McCullough won two 

Pulitzers, two National Book Awards, two Francis Park-
man Prizes, a Los Angeles Times Book Prize, the New York 
Public Library’s Literary Lion Award, and the 2006 Pres-
idential Medal of Freedom—but perhaps more impor-
tantly, he reinvigorated the genres of history and biogra-
phy, making them palatable to nearly any reader.

A master of narrative nonfiction, McCullough was 
both a consummate researcher and a polished writer, and 
his ability to maintain his scholarly rigor while entertain-
ing a wide general audience is unmatched. By concentrat-
ing on the humanity of his subjects—whether he admired 
them or not—he brought history out of the dusty shad-
ows and into the light. He was never satisfied with mere 
description; he wanted us to experience the events and 
embrace the characters that populated his pages. “His-
tory is human,” he once said. “It’s about everything. It’s 
about education. It’s about medicine. It’s about science. 
It’s about art and music and literature, and the theater. 
And to leave [all that] out is not only to leave out a lot of 
the juice and the fun and the uplifting powers of human 
expression, but it is to misunderstand what it is.”

I don’t have space to highlight all of his books—none 
of which is out of print—but browse through the Kirkus 
archives, and it’s clear that our reviewers have always 
been impressed by his work. Here is a brief selection 
of the praise he received for his books of the last two 
decades.

The Pioneers (2019): “Lively his-
tory of the Ohio River region in the 
years between the Revolution and the 
Civil War.…Characteristically, the au-
thor suggests major historical themes 
without ever arguing them as such.…
Vintage McCullough and a book that 
students of American history will find 
captivating.”

The American Spirit (2017): “Ar-
ranged chronologically, the texts 

of these speeches—most were university graduation 
talks—reveal both McCullough’s passion for history 
and his profound belief in America, or at least his vision 
of America, which is both encompassing and deeply 
hopeful.…Clio, the muse of history, smiles and nods her 
head on every page.”

The Wright Brothers (2015): “A 
charmingly pared-down life of the 
‘boys’ that grounds their dream of 
flight in decent character and work 
ethic. There is a quiet, stoical awe to 
the accomplishments of these two 
unprepossessing Ohio brothers in 
this fluently rendered, skillfully fo-
cused study.…An educational and in-
spiring biography of seminal Ameri-
can innovators.”

The Greater Journey (2011): “An ambitious, wide-rang-
ing study of how being in Paris helped spark generations 
of American genius.…A gorgeously rich, sparkling patch-
work, eliciting stories from diaries and memoirs to create 
the human drama McCullough depicts so well.”

1776 (2005): “A master storyteller’s 
character-driven account of a storied 
year in the American Revolution.…
Against world systems, economic de-
terminist, and other external-cause 
schools of historical thought, Mc-
Cullough has an old-fashioned fond-
ness for the great- (and not-so-great) 
man tradition, which may not have 
much explanatory power but almost 
always yields better-written books.”

John Adams (2001): “While Mc-
Cullough never misses an episode in Adams’ long and of-
ten troubled life, he includes enough biographical mate-
rial on Jefferson that this can be considered two biogra-
phies for the price of one.…Despite the whopping length, 
there’s not a wasted word in this superb, swiftly mov-
ing narrative, which brings new and overdue honor to a 
Founding Father.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau
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NO CHOICE
The Destruction of Roe 
v. Wade and the Fight To 
Protect a Fundamental 
American Right
Andrews, Becca
PublicAffairs (256 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-5417-6839-0  

A journalist for Mother Jones gathers 
personal and historical accounts of abor-

tion and abortion activist experiences before, during, and after 
Roe v. Wade.

Andrews argues convincingly that the battle over abortion 
is part of a larger “war on women.” To demonstrate this, she 
spent three years talking to individuals who sought abortions. 
The three-part narrative she constructs from these interviews, 
which she interweaves with discussions of reproductive rights 
history, is profoundly sobering. In Part I, the author shows 
how misogyny and racism, along with the professionalization 
of medicine in the 19th century, created “motivation for power-
ful people to frame abortion as an evil comparable to murder.” 
By the 1960s, anti-abortion laws gave rise to semiclandestine 
organizations like the Society for Humane Abortion and Jane, 
which linked some of Andrews’ interviewees with abortion 
doctors both inside the U.S. and abroad. In Part II, Andrews 
looks at how, by the early 21st century, conservative backlash 
against Roe v. Wade, the law that transformed an “evil” into a 
protected right, made it increasingly difficult for pregnant peo-
ple—especially disenfranchised ones—to get abortions. At the 
same time, it revealed the way a racist medical establishment 
ignored the myriad social and economic issues that women and 
people of color faced while trying to maintain their reproduc-
tive health. Andrews concludes her study in Part III, arguing 
that the demise of Roe in 2022 was not only inevitable, but per-
haps necessary. Until the connection between the devaluation 
of women and White supremacist gender control is fully articu-
lated—and the complacency that gave rise to its end is replaced 
with a grassroots commitment to seeking reproductive justice 
for all—abortion will always be regarded with fear, suspicion, 
and even outright hostility. Necessary in its racial and gender 
inclusivity, this thoughtful book will appeal to anyone looking 
to understand the way forward in a post-Roe world.

An important book on a timely topic.

PASSION PLAYS
How Religion Shaped Sports 
in North America
Balmer, Randall
Univ. of North Carolina (192 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-1-4696-7006-5  

A brief but insightful cultural history 
of American sports that links religious 
elements to the rise of organized games.

Balmer, the chair of religion at Dart-
mouth, argues that the four major American team sports—base-
ball, football, basketball, and hockey—link to social and cultural 
movements in play at the time of their foundings. There were 
industrialism, imperialism, entrenched (and anti-immigrant) 
nationalism. There were also technological developments such 
as the railroad and the telegraph, which “made both intercol-
legiate and professional leagues possible, allowing the travel of 
teams from one community to another and news about the con-
tests to filter back to hometowns.” An imported British move-
ment called “Muscular Christianity” also held, in essence, that a 
weak Christian soldier wasn’t going to win the war against evil 
for God. Balmer’s case studies are interesting and well docu-
mented. Though football was the product of Protestant schools 
after the Civil War—one that had the martial impulses of war-
riors on the battlefield—it was quickly adopted by Catholic 
schools such as Notre Dame, helping reduce some of the dis-
tance between the two strains of faith. It’s interesting to note, 
too, that James Naismith, hailed by one coach as an “inventor of 
basket-ball, medical doctor, Presbyterian minister, tee-totaler, 
all-around athlete, non-smoker, and owner of vocabulary 
without cuss words,” was both a college chaplain and a coach. 
Balmer discerns a fascinating link between hockey’s penalty box 
and the Catholic Church’s confessional booth, where a sinner 
can “acknowledge and atone for his transgression.” He doesn’t 
always effectively forge links between religion as such and sport, 
but he provides plenty of useful insights on the role of zeitgeist, 
as when he aligns football in the South to the desperate need to 
reestablish a sense of manhood following the defeat of the Con-
federacy. He also contrasts North America’s growing urbanism 
to the implied pastoralism of baseball and its contemporaneous 
vision of a “Garden of Eden, a lost, halcyon paradise.”

An engaging look at the historical conditions surrounding 
America’s secular, on-field religions.

“Necessary in its racial and gender inclusivity, this 
thoughtful book will appeal to anyone looking to 
understand the way forward in a post-Roe world.” 

no choice
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BARKLEY
A Biography
Bella, Timothy
Hanover Square Press (512 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-335-48497-0  

Sir Charles Barkley, one of the great 
knights-errant of the court (basketball, 
that is), receives a full-scale biography.

Born in 1963, Barkley once com-
plained to a reporter that he’d been 

misquoted in his own autobiography—and then, elsewhere, 
reportedly confessed that he hadn’t yet read it. Washington 
Post writer and editor Bella does a good job of assembling the 
provable facts about the man known as “The Round Mound of 
Rebounds.” Whether on or off the court, he has always been 
a larger-than-life presence. “At the height of his career, he was 
treated more like a rock star than a basketball player,” writes 
the author, who adds that Barkley has hosted Saturday Night 
Live more times than any other athlete. Early on, Bella asks a 
pointed, relevant question: “Is he the greatest player to never 
win a ring?” Bella lays out the affirmative case well, starting 
out with an anecdote that finds Barkley, in young childhood, 
flinging himself off a building in the belief that he could fly. 
He couldn’t, of course, but he could do just about everything 
else physical, including taking a leading role on the 1992 Olym-
pic dream team, “considered by many as the most dominant 
assembly of basketball talent ever,” and passing a vertical test 
in college by jumping straight up onto a 42-inch wooden box, 
leading Clyde Drexler to remark, “He’s the best fat guy around.” 
After playing at Auburn, the always mouthy, always entertaining 
Barkley played in the NBA for Philadelphia, racking up the 
NBA’s highest rebound numbers, and then for Phoenix, where 
he was voted MVP in 1993. Still, despite outplaying nearly all of 
his peers, he was never able to win an NBA championship. Bella 
also covers Barkley’s career as a respected sports commentator—
when reminded that he is now part of the media he used to com-
plain about, he notes, “Yeah…but at least I’m gonna be honest.”

A pleasure for fans of the hard-charging legend.

MAP OF HOPE AND SORROW
Stories of Refugees Trapped 
in Greece
Benedict, Helen & Eyad Awwadawnan
Footnote Press (322 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-80444-001-8  

A powerful collection of stories from 
refugees stuck in asylum limbo in Greece.

The early 21st century has seen 
a rise in authoritarianism and anti-
immigration sentiment, both of which 
have emerged alongside—or perhaps in 

response to—explosive levels of poverty, armed conflict, and 

climate change. In this book, journalism professor Benedict 
and Syrian writer Awwadawnan humanize the plight of the 84 
million people “forcibly displaced” as a result of these issues 
by presenting the narratives of asylum seekers from Syria, 
Afghanistan, Nigeria, and Cameroon. After difficult, often ter-
rifying journeys, these men and women landed in Greece, the 

“major gateway to Europe” for people fleeing social, political, 
and/or economic oppression. Yet because of a 2016 agreement 
between the European Union and an immigrant-inundated Tur-
key, Greek refugee camps have become like prisons. Asmahan, 
a woman fleeing the Syrian civil war, observes that individuals, 
and sometimes entire families, are forced to live in shipping 
containers for months on end while awaiting word on their asy-
lum status. Even when she arrived at a slightly more accommo-
dating camp, Asmahan notes that “we were still prisoners, and 
we were still forced to feel that we were nothing but creatures 
made to eat, sleep and submit.” Woman and girls are especially 
vulnerable to the violence that plagues these camps; assaults and 
rapes are rarely reported due to fear of retaliation. Even when 
refugees are granted permits to travel around Greece, their 
lives are still filled with tremendous struggle. Hasan, another 
Syrian, recounts his own difficulties with poor housing, poverty, 
ill health, and hostility from Greeks, even those who ran the 
local hospital in the town where he lived. Gut-wrenching and 
necessary, this book sharply depicts an escalating humanitarian 
crisis that shows few signs of slowing down. In the epilogue, the 
authors provide updates on their subjects.

An important, deeply felt look at lives in constant peril.

CONTROL FREAK
My Epic Adventure Making 
Video Games
Bleszinski, Cliff
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-982149-14-7  

A key figure in the video game indus-
try provides an insider’s account of how 
the business grew to colossal proportions.

In the video game business—worth 
$180 billion globally—Bleszinski (b. 1975) has iconic status as a 
designer and developer. Early on, the shy teenager understood 
the massive potential of computers, and he was drawn into gam-
ing through early classics like Mario Brothers and Zelda. He 
created and sold his first game while still in high school, drawing 
attention from the burgeoning industry. This led to a connec-
tion with a company called Epic Games, and he developed their 
first real hit, the Unreal series. The next step was the hugely 
popular Gears of War series, which helped define the hypervio-
lent tone and graphic quality of the first-person shooter genre. 
However, as the author notes, he saw the complex backstories 
of the characters of Gears as crucial to its success, adding an 
emotional depth that was missing from most games. He empha-
sizes that game design is an incredibly difficult process, involv-
ing complex teamwork, exhaustingly long hours, and total 



commitment to the project. The success of these games made 
Bleszinski wealthy, for which he was unprepared, and he is will-
ing to make fun of himself for trying to live up to the “CliffyB” 
persona that he created. Eventually, facing burnout and with a 
string of bad relationships behind him, he set up his own com-
pany to design a new type of game. But he found that the busi-
ness had moved on, and in his mid-40s, he felt like a dinosaur. 
Nonetheless, he writes, he has found peace and satisfaction 
with life, and he is proud to have made significant contributions 
to the industry. It is a somewhat surprising conclusion to the 
book, but it’s appropriate.

A behind-the-scenes memoir of the video games industry 
leavened with insight and self-deprecating humor.

STUFF THEY DON’T WANT 
YOU TO KNOW
Bowlin, Ben with Matt Frederick & 
Noel Brown
Illus. by Nick Turbo Benson
Flatiron Books (240 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-250-26856-3  

The hosts of the titular podcast 
translate their investigations to the page.

Among a spate of new books about virally strange ideas, 
among them Michael Shermer’s rather more insightful study 
Conspiracy, this one has a pointed purpose: By exposing bad and 
dangerous ideas while acknowledging their origins, the authors 
seek “to arm you with knowledge”—and, of course, knowledge 
is power. Aside from ignorance, the herd mentality, and bad-
faith grifters, there’s also this stark truth: “Your government 
is lying to you.” Considering the web of lies surrounding the 
Trump administration, for instance, it’s no surprise that there’s a 
prevailing narrative that Trump operates behind a smoke screen 
in order to fight the “Deep State” and the dark forces that seek 
to enslave America, “the core claim of the QAnon conspiracy 
theory.” As the authors enumerate, behind weird paranoiac bug-
aboos such as chemtrails and UFOs, there have been numerous 
secret military tests repeatedly disavowed and then revealed to 
be true. Black Americans, in particular, have reason to be con-
cerned that biowarfare is being waged on them. In addition to 
the shameful Tuskegee experiments, it’s true that AIDS, Covid-
19, and other catastrophic diseases have taken a disproportion-
ate toll on Black communities, a fact likely better attributed to 
systemic racism and classism than to a malicious government-
backed origin. Feel spied on? You should, and there’s a truth 
behind it. Thanks to data monitoring, “a growing percentage of 
the US population—the vast majority—has simply given over 
access to their personal lives.” We are manipulated, lied to, and 
bought and sold—a particular bête noire of the authors is the 
adman Edward Bernays, propagandist extraordinaire—and 
scarcely have control over our destinies. Small wonder, then, 
that people believe in the bizarre.

A page-turning book to give to someone who believes in 
pizza pedophilia or that the Illuminati rule the world.

THE COMMANDERS
The Leadership Journeys 
of George Patton, Bernard 
Montgomery, and Erwin 
Rommel
Clark, Lloyd
Atlantic Monthly (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-8021-6022-5  

A veteran military historian delves 
into the leadership qualities of three 

iconic World War II commanders.
Clark is a longtime professor of modern war studies, the 

founder of the Centre for Army Leadership in the U.K., and 
author of Anzio, Arnhem, Blitzkrieg, and other acclaimed books 
on WWII. In his latest, he shows that the elements of effective 
leadership are not in short supply, but for Patton, Montgom-
ery, and Rommel, rising to the top of their brutally competitive 
profession required prodigious ambition, a fascination with the 
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minutiae of war, and boundless self-confidence. All matured 
before World War I, when military officers mostly came from 
upper-middle-class families where it was a traditional, if not 
high-status, career choice. Reaching midlevel ranks, all expe-
rienced combat in WWI and impressed their superiors; they 
continued to mature during the two decades between the 
wars. Clark delivers an insightful, warts-and-all account of this 
lesser-known period in their lives, which accurately forecasted 
their later triumphs and controversies. Patton was the wealthi-
est and most pompous. He never concealed his yearning for 
military glory, an ambition shared by few under his command, 
who mostly admired his leadership but not his bravado. Boor-
ish behavior endangered his career several times, but superiors 
valued his aggressiveness, a quality lacking in most American 
generals. Montgomery was as flamboyant as Patton, but he had 
plenty of self-confidence and dedication. The conviction that 
he knew best was on full display as commander of British forces 
in Europe during WWII, making him a controversial figure at 
home and widely disliked by American commanders, perhaps 
Patton most of all. Rommel wasn’t as conceited as Patton or 

Montgomery; he preferred to lead men and fight. Like most his-
torians, Clark admires Rommel’s performance in North Africa 
but admits that he was probably the least intelligent of the 
three. A fawning admirer of Hitler, he did not change his mind 
until it was too late. 

Nothing new but astute and entertaining.

POWER FAILURE
The Rise and Fall of an 
American Icon
Cohan, William D.
Portfolio (880 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-593-08416-8  

A business journalist traces the rise 
and fall of General Electric, the com-
pany that once exemplified American 
business.

There was a time when GE, a key player in the electricity 
revolution that powered America in the 20th century, was a 
leader in innovation and acumen, a reputation that persisted 
into the postwar era as it became a diversified conglomerate. 
Now there are only scattered fragments and a broken reputa-
tion. In this hefty study, Cohan, a former investment banker 
who has written multiple books on finance and Wall Street, 
delves into the records of the company’s early days, but he also 
presents the results of his interviews with CEOs of the modern 
era: Jack Welch, Jeff Immelt, and John Flannery. The current 
CEO, Larry Culp, declined to participate. Welch’s drive took 
the company into new areas, but his tenure was also problem-
atic. GE’s strength was always industrial operations, but Welch 
moved it into media and financial services, using its internal 
bank GE Capital as the springboard. Welch picked Immelt 
as his successor but later said that the choice was a mistake. 
Immelt, for his part, claims that he spent much of his tenure 
cleaning up disasters that Welch swept under the rug (all of 
which he covers in detail in his 2021 memoir, Hot Seat). By the 
time Welch stepped down in 2001, the company had become 
dangerously overextended. The 2008 financial crisis exposed 
the corporation’s myriad weaknesses, and a painful period of 
sell-offs began. Flannery tried to bring order to the chaos with 
a proposal for radical restructuring, but he was fired after only 
15 months. This is a long, complicated story, and there are times 
when Cohan struggles to keep the sprawling cast of squabbling 
characters organized. As he capably shows, all of GE’s leaders 
made mistakes, but there was also a pervasive sense of hubris. 
Would-be corporate titans, take note.

A sweeping tale of ambition, arrogance, egos, and feuds—
and how they brought down a once-great company.

“A sweeping tale of ambition, arrogance, egos, and feuds—and 
how they brought down a once-great company.” 

power failure



CHEAP LAND 
COLORADO 
Off-Gridders at 
America’s Edge
Conover, Ted
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-525-52148-8  

An exploration of living off the grid 
in Colorado’s San Luis Valley.

Growing up in Colorado, Conover, 
who won the National Book Critics Circle Award for Newjack: 
Guarding Sing Sing, was fascinated by “flats dwellers” in the San 
Luis Valley, and he wanted to learn what would drive people to 
live in such remote areas. In 2017, he began volunteering for 
La Puente, which provides services to rural residents through 
its outreach initiative. What he discovered were residents 
from various walks of life. Many of them were attracted to 
the valley by the offer of cheap land as well as the ability to 
grow marijuana legally. Most, however, were merely seeking 
a different lifestyle than mainstream America offered. Some 
were virulently anti-government and pro-gun; some tried life 
in the city and hated it. Others were hoping to escape their 
pasts, while others, disillusioned by “turmoil in the outside 
world,” believed they “needed to prepare for total anarchy.” 
As Conover shows in his sharp, balanced profiles, some were 
unprepared for the region’s harsh environment. While remote 
regions offer residents solitude, isolation can also lead to 
loneliness, and the winters in the region, which is “beauti-
ful, wild, and mysterious,” can be brutal. Furthermore, most 
residents are impoverished and have limited job options. The 
area, writes the author, combines “the soaring beauty of the 
Mountain West and resonances of the pioneers with the hard-
bitten realities of life on a shoestring.” Over the course of sev-
eral years, Conover split his time between his home in New 
York and Colorado. With each trip, he learned more about the 
region’s history and its people, and he eventually purchased 
his own plot of land. With empathy, compassion, and skillful 
storytelling, Conover engagingly shares the dreams and reali-
ties of those he met and befriended, offering a window into a 
community that few readers will ever experience. 

A captivating portrait of a community on the fringes.

IN THE MOUTH OF THE WOLF
A Murder, a Cover-Up, and 
the True Cost of Silencing the 
Press
Corcoran, Katherine
Bloomsbury (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-63557-503-3  

A disturbing look at violence against 
journalists in Mexico through the lens of 
the murder of a veteran crime reporter.

Despite being a democracy with a constitution that protects 
free speech, Mexico is “one of the most dangerous countries on 
earth for journalists,” writes Corcoran, former AP bureau chief 
for Mexico and Central America. Furthermore, “the situation 
has only grown worse over time, with Mexico more recently 
ranking number one—tied with Afghanistan—in murdered 
journalists.” The author focuses on the still-unsolved murder 
of journalist Regina Martínez (1963-2012), who was beaten to 
death in her home in the state of Veracruz. Corcoran delves 
deeply into the criminal symbiosis that has plagued Mexico 
since the drug cartels insinuated themselves into Mexican gov-
ernment. Martínez was a hard-hitting political reporter who 
had cut her teeth at the daily newspaper Política before moving 
to Proceso, a center-left investigative news magazine acclaimed 
for its criminal reporting. Martínez had wisely steered clear of 
covering the cartels because of the increasing danger to journal-
ists who did. Many journalists were either bribed into favorable 
reporting—or not reporting at all—on corruption schemes and 
campaigns, or they were simply murdered (“plata o plomo, take 
the money or take a bullet”). Based on years of dogged reporting, 
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Corcoran dismisses the official line that Martínez was killed in 
a crime of passion, and she provides a wealth of testimony from 
Martínez’s mentees, who admired her work and held her up as 
a moral standard. The author shows how Martínez seemed to 
be working on the financial misdeeds of the outgoing governor 
of Veracruz at the time, Javier Duarte, and she may have been 
on the verge of a significant revelation about the mass graves of 
those who were “disappeared” during his administration. Read-
ers will be transfixed by this alarming narrative, all the more 
timely as free speech, even in the U.S., is under attack yet again. 

A tenaciously researched work of investigative journalism.

RAP CAPITAL
An Atlanta Story
Coscarelli, Joe
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-982107-88-8  

A culture reporter examines the rap 
landscape of Atlanta, which has birthed 

“some of the most impactful, commer-
cially successful and influential music of 
the last thirty-plus years.”

Hip-hop fame can be fleeting and inexplicable, and this 
oddly structured tale reflects that reality, following sensations 
that didn’t pan out and skipping over stars that made it big. 

“In human terms and in musical ones,” writes New York Times 
reporter Coscarelli, “Atlanta rap represents the most conse-
quential musical ecosystem of this century so far.” However, 
he quickly switches from such broad declarations, bouncing 
quickly past Atlanta hip-hop legends like Outkast, T.I., and 
TLC as well as music executives like L.A. Reid and Jermaine 
Dupri. The author focuses on the beginnings of the influential 
Quality Control label, which launched the careers of current 
stars Migos, Lil Yachty, and, most importantly, Lil Baby. It’s 
a fascinating story about the struggles of hip-hop authentic-
ity, and Coscarelli is a decent storyteller—though he leans 
more on interviews with Lil Baby’s mother than with the 
rapper himself, and his tumultuous life and artistic decisions 
could bear deeper consideration. Though Baby’s hit “The Big-
ger Picture,” inspired by the police murder of George Floyd, 
became incredibly influential, especially after its stunning 
performance at the 2021 Grammy Awards, Coscarelli only 
spends a short section discussing it. “I wanted to use a specific 
situation that would give people an understanding of where I 
come from,” he quotes the rapper, with little more explana-
tion. That focus problem continues throughout much of the 
text, and the author offers overlong discussions of Baby’s less 
successful friend Lil Marlo, who was shot and killed in 2020, 
and the stalled career of one-time teenage phenom Lil Reek. 
It’s also odd that Coscarelli gives short shrift to the massively 
successful Lil Nas X, who also hails from the city. Lil Baby’s 
gripping story could’ve carried the narrative, but the author’s 
intellectual bait and switch drags it down.

An occasionally enlightening but uneven history of Atlan-
ta’s hip-hop scene and influence.



KENNAN
A Life Between Worlds
Costigliola, Frank
Princeton Univ. (648 pp.) 
$39.95  |  Jan. 17, 2023
978-0-691-16540-0  

A critical biography of a principal 
architect of the Cold War.

George F. Kennan (1904-2005), a 
scholar at heart who had a significant role 
in the Foreign Service, grew up a passion-

ate admirer of all things Russian—other than the government 
of the Soviet Union. Historian Costigliola, who edited The Ken-
nan Diaries, shows how Kennan’s politics verged on fascist as he 
was formulating many of his views on global affairs. One of his 
most admired friends was the far-right German nobleman Fer-
dinand von Bredow, who was later murdered as a rival of Hitler’s. 
As for Kennan, “though neither a jingoist nor a militarist, he did 
favor an ethnically homogeneous United States and an end to 
immigration.” During his rise through the diplomatic hierarchy, 

Kennan reported closely on developments in the Soviet Union 
but ran afoul of Franklin Roosevelt at a time when Franklin was 
seeking closer relations with the Stalin regime in the alliance 
against Hitler. When World War II ended, Costigliola writes, 
Kennan advocated a policy of containment, which posited 
that an independent Europe, led by a united Germany, would 
serve as a counterbalance to both American and Soviet power. 
Instead, that policy of containment was militarized, which Ken-
nan opposed to the extent that he became a critic of it in his 
later years. “In the post–World War II era,” writes the author, 

“Kennan would never accept the Cold War order as permanent.” 
Still, even as he challenged the idea that America police the 
world, the lectures and articles he wrote served to build official 
American consensus about the Cold War, which had terrible 
consequences in a doctrine that put American troops on the 
ground in Vietnam. When the Soviet Union collapsed, Kennan 
warned sharply against extending NATO into Eastern Europe, 
which he feared would antagonize Russia—which it did, and as 
a result, Russia invaded Ukraine.

A valuable resource for students of 20th-century geopolitics.
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Legal journalist Dahlia Lithwick has been covering 
law and the courts for Slate since 1999. Over some 300 
episodes, her podcast, Amicus, has been a bridge between 
the law and the laity, carrying listeners affected by the le-
gal system through its intricacies. With Lady Justice: Wom-
en, the Law, and the Battle To Save America (Penguin Press, 
Sept. 20), she turns to long-form writing, with profiles of 
women lawyers who have resisted Trumpism in all sorts 
of ways. Opening with Pauli Murray, the Yale- and How-
ard-educated Black queer lawyer whose work was foun-
dational to landmark decisions on race, sex, and sexual-
ity, she moves on to women active now, including Brigitte 
Amiri (defending reproductive rights), Vanita Gupta 
(defending civil rights), Nina Perales (defending voting 
rights), and many others. Kirkus’ starred review calls it 

“required reading for this post-Dobbs world.” She spoke to 
Kirkus via Zoom from her parents’ home in Ra’anana, Is-
rael, where she was vacationing. This interview has been 
edited for length and clarity.

By sheer coincidence, I found myself reading Lady Jus-
tice on June 24, when the Dobbs decision overturning 
Roe v. Wade came down. I think that’s the only thing 
that got me through the day. 
Only like seven people have read the book, and I don’t 
think anybody’s read it post-Dobbs, so it’s just incredibly 
meaningful to me if it still offers some succor. Ninety-five 
percent of it was written dreading Dobbs but not actual-
ly believing it was coming. Whether it’s even slightly ad-
equate to meet this moment we’re in is just such a question 
to me.

What was it like to be creating a book while knowing 
that so much of what you were writing about was still 
in flux?
I think anybody who has tried to write a book in the past 
three, four years has had that same sense that you’re lay-
ing down the track one minute before the train’s coming. 
I thought this book was going to be literally Lady Justice, 
sword blazing, having vanquished Trumpism. It went from 
being a capstone of a moment to a real cry about voting. 
The last third of the book quite deliberately became a call 
to arms. As I wrote those voting chapters and the gerry-
mandering chapters and even the afterword, what oc-
curred to me was, if the takeaway from all of this is sim-
ply that people need to think about voting as sort of both 
the solution and the problem, then that could be a timeless 
call. I am very, very struck by the ways in which the book 
that I started to write was very much not the book I ended 
up writing.

Please talk about how you chose the people that you 
profiled.
One of the things I was really mindful of is my really com-
plicated relationship with the hagiography around [Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg]. I feel as though, on the one hand, I have 

The Slate legal correspondent finished her book on women and the law. 
Then came the Dobbs decision
BY VICKY SMITH

Kathryn H
ollinrake
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WORDS WITH…

Dahlia Lithwick



all the mugs, I have all the pillowcases, trust me, I own 
every tote bag. But I also think, and I want to choose my 
words carefully, that we are very much the generation that 
thought if we had the mugs and the tote bags, we were 
doing activism. And so when I started the book, front of 
mind for me was there are so many RBGs. It’s why I’m 
in love with Pauli Murray. But for the accident of history, 
Pauli Murray would have been RBG and would have been 
a really different RBG. I really felt the responsibility to 
open the aperture and say, for all the women who are in 
such grief because their hero is gone, [that] heroes are ev-
erywhere. If I showed you my original table of contents, 
there were 30 people—I could have gone on and on. But I 
wanted also for the arc to move from Sally Yates, whom we 
all fell in love with the first week when Trump was inaugu-
rated, to all of these women of color at the other end of the 
book, who’ve been doing this work all along, [like] Stacey 
Abrams, who has been at the epicenter of voting rights lon-
ger than anybody knew her name. 

I was really interested in the #MeToo section. Were you 
prepared to get as personal as you did?
No. And I hated that. I mean, it’s so not my way. But I also 
felt an obligation. If I was going to write about this mate-
rial, then I had to write about my own story and how my 
experience at the 9th Circuit inflected how I felt about the 
[Brett] Kavanaugh hearings. I couldn’t not do it, because 
there was like a big, Dahlia-shaped hole in it if I didn’t do 
it. But it’s so incredibly discomforting for me to ever write 
about myself. 

You are completely, deeply invested in the American 
system of laws. But you grew up in Canada. What 
caused you to fall in love with it so much?
I think by the time I had finished my undergraduate de-
gree, which was at Yale in the U.S., and then turned to law 
school at Stanford, I was so enmeshed in the American le-
gal system that when I went home for vacation, I was just 
sort of flummoxed. And at the end of the day, I’m enough 
of a recovering English major that a [William] Brennan dis-
sent would bring me to tears. Oliver Wendell Holmes is po-
etry. I think at its best, and I guess this is what the book is 
about, [the American system] is just such a beautiful distil-
late of dreaming about freedom. 

My daughter just finished her first year of law school, 
and she told me, “I’m the last class that learned consti-
tutional law with the right to abortion.” 
I think this is one of the reasons that Anita Hill was a re-
ally important chapter for me, because I needed somebody 

who’s been through a few cycles of this, who’s able to say, 
look, you’re in your moment, and this is the whole world 
to you right now. But, sister, I’ve been through it before. 
This is where I think Black women are leading the way. I 
think professor Hill is a really good marker for that. We 
are so of this moment that we forget that this is something 
that women from Abigail Adams on have been trying to do. 
One of the reasons the book was so important and urgent 
to me is that I think that law is a superpower. Your daugh-
ter will have a lever that can move the world. 

Is there anything else you’d like to say?
One of the things that I am so aware of is that it’s really 
hard for men to figure out how to be allies right now and 
how to be in this with us. When Dobbs came down, I felt 
like every single panel I was on, every cable news show was 
just women. The last thing I want to do with this book is 
to suggest that there isn’t a place in this discourse for men. 
One of the reasons both of my now-teenage sons and my 
husband are everywhere in the book is because I’m so 
aware that if it’s not their fight too, we’re doing it wrong. 

Vicky Smith is access services director at Portland Public Library 
in Maine. Lady Justice received a starred review in the Aug. 15, 
2022, issue.
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CHINA AFTER MAO 
The Rise of a 
Superpower
Dikötter, Frank
Bloomsbury (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-63973-051-3  

An expert on modern Chinese his-
tory examines its rapid rise following the 
Cultural Revolution.

After Mao Zedong died in 1976, his 
misgoverned and largely impoverished nation began the great-
est economic advance in history. Dikötter, chair of the humani-
ties department at the University of Hong Kong and author of 
multiple books about Mao and the Cultural Revolution, chron-
icles this period. Many Western observers believe that Mao’s 
death allowed China’s rulers, led by the sensible Deng Xiaop-
ing, to discard Marxism and welcome capitalism, leading to an 
explosion of prosperity. This is a myth, writes Dikötter, whose 
extensive reading in mainland archives, gimlet eye, and best-
selling histories have made him a controversial figure among 
some Chinese scholars. The author argues that China’s leaders 
dismiss Western ideas of democracy, proclaiming that, as Marx-
ists, they serve the people; according to them, this makes China 
the world’s most democratic nation. Mao remains a godlike fig-
ure, but his successors yearned to recover from his disastrous 
revolution. They believed that a top-down, disciplined com-
mand economy would fix things. Dikötter delivers an excellent, 
highly critical description of China’s spectacular expansion that 
emphasizes banking, industrial policy, trade, and currency. He 
also shows how the country struggled initially because key posi-
tions in the finance arena went to party loyalists who lacked suf-
ficient technical knowledge. With time, leaders learned from 
their mistakes, importing technology and investment from 
Western nations enraptured by the thought of more than 1 bil-
lion new customers and under the mistaken impression that 
China was “privatizing.” All expressed horror when Chinese 
leaders slaughtered democratic reformers in Tiananmen Square 
and throughout China in 1989—and then quickly forgave them. 
At the time, writes the author, “the regime learned to appreciate 
the benefits of hostage diplomacy and the price of even a single 
dissident.” Dikötter brilliantly recounts the defects of China’s 
economic model and deplores its human rights record, but he is 
unable to explain why it continues to grow.

A richly informative, disquieting history.

TRANSFORMER
A Story of Glitter, Glam Rock, 
and Loving Lou Reed
Doonan, Simon
HarperOne (160 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-063-25951-5  

Doonan turns a sharp, funny eye on 
an icon of early LGBTQ+ musical expres-
sion: an album by the acerbic Lou Reed.

It was the early 1970s, writes the 
author, when “pretending to be a bit femmy worked for the gay 
and female fans, but God forbid you actually were a friend of 
Dorothy’s.” Performers like Elton John and Little Richard hid 
their sexuality by writing off their performances as camp. But 
then came David Bowie and Ziggy Stardust, blowing the cover 
off the whole thing, and suddenly, as if in the transition from the 
tornado to Oz, the world gained shape and color for gay people. 
Following shortly after was Transformer, “the perfect soundtrack 
for the new glam-drogyny,” in which Reed—poet, curmudgeon, 
late of the Velvet Underground—paired with Bowie as pro-
ducer to exercise a particular insight, which Reed expressed 
like this: “I thought it was dreary for gay people to have to lis-
ten to straight people’s love songs.” One great LGBTQ+ love 
song, as Doonan writes in this song-by-song dissection of the 
1972 album, was “Perfect Day,” but it’s another song on the 
album that’s the perfect anthem: “Walk on the Wild Side,” with 
its evocations of street life and transgression. The effect on 
hearing it, writes Doonan exultantly, was immediate and elec-
trifying: “I am immediately smitten. It’s 1972. I am a gay bloke, 
listening to tales of drag queens, on an album I just bought in 
the Manchester town center. This is so fucking insane. I am just 
about ready to blow a gay gasket.” Other marginalized people 
in that barely-past-Stonewall era felt the same, at last having 
music unmistakably of their own—and, Doonan adds, many 
more liberatory albums followed on the heels of a release now 
reckoned as one of the greatest rock albums of all time.

A perceptive, pleasingly idiosyncratic work of music 
appreciation and cultural history.

QUIT
The Power of Knowing When 
To Walk Away
Duke, Annie
Portfolio (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-0-593-42299-1  

Why quitting is sometimes a good 
move.

Business consultant and former pro-
fessional poker player Duke mounts a 

persuasive argument that quitting is a “decision skill worth devel-
oping.” Although grit and perseverance are much praised and 
useful in many situations, sometimes, “persistence is not always 

“A richly informative, disquieting history.” 
china after mao



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1 5  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 2   |   5 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

the best decision, certainly not absent context. And context 
changes.” The author draws on many examples of individuals 
at crossroads in their lives or careers, confronting the decision 
to continue or walk away. She faced just such a decision when 
she was a graduate student in cognitive psychology, aspiring to a 
career in research and academia. A serious health issue derailed 
her progress, and she lost her fellowship. Needing to support 
herself until she could resume her studies, she took up poker 
and found she loved the game. “A poker table, it turns out, is a 
very good place to learn about the upside of quitting,” she dis-
covered. “Optimal quitting might be the most important skill 
separating great players from amateurs.” Quitting, though, can 
be impeded by negative assumptions: that quitting is synony-
mous with losing; others will view us badly; the time and effort 
already spent were wasted; giving up some project will mean giv-
ing up one’s identity. Duke sets out some practical guidelines 
for overcoming those internal forces. “When you enter into 
a course of action,” for example, she suggests that you “cre-
ate a set of kill criteria. This is a list of signals you might see 
in the future that would tell you it’s time to quit.” Continuing 

to pursue a goal, she reminds readers, means that other oppor-
tunities—more fulfilling and perhaps more exciting—will be 
neglected. “You simply don’t see them because you’re not look-
ing for them,” writes Duke. When working toward any goal, 

“don’t just measure whether you hit the goal, ask what you have 
achieved and learned along the way.”

A fresh perspective on the pursuit and meaning of success.
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WHITE KNIGHTS IN THE 
BLACK ORCHESTRA
The Extraordinary Story of 
the Germans Who Resisted 
Hitler
Dunkel, Tom
Hachette (464 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-0-306-92218-3  

The story of a group of valiant Ger-
man voices of opposition to Hitler’s mur-

derous regime.
Troubled by Hitler’s racist, unhinged, warlike rhetoric, 

these Germans, largely from the Christian upper class of Ber-
lin, expressed alarm and attempted to sabotage a variety of Nazi 
plans. Journalist Dunkel, author of Color Blind: The Forgotten Team 
That Broke Baseball’s Color Line, frames the suspenseful narrative 
around the work and family of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, leader of the 
Confessing Church, established in spring 1934 as “an offshoot of 
the Protestant National Church,” which operated “without ties to 
the Nazi Party, staking out a position firmly opposed to the deifi-
cation of Hitler.” By 1937, the Gestapo had shut down the church, 
jailed many of the pastors, and suppressed the teachings of Bon-
hoeffer and his associates. At the time, his brother-in-law Hans von 
Dohnanyi, a staff attorney at the Ministry of Justice, began secretly 
compiling a list of Nazi transgressions, which he referred to as the 

“Chronicle of Shame.” Both had connections to high-ranking Nazi 
officials, which they used to their advantage during their danger-
ous, clandestine plotting, creating a confederation known as the 
Black Orchestra. In addition to chronicling the actions of the 
Black Orchestra, the author weaves in the lives and fortunes of 
other early Hitler critics, including American journalist Dorothy 
Thompson, who believed that “Nazi Germany out-eviled almost 
everybody’s frame of reference”; Paul Schneider, the first Confess-
ing Church pastor murdered by the Nazis; and Carl von Ossietzky, 
a pacifist journalist who received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1935 and 
then spent the next three years being tortured in a series of con-
centration camps before he died in 1938 in Berlin. “After some of 
the beatings,” writes Dunkel, “guards would ask Ossietzky to sign a 
statement retracting his criticisms of the German government. He 
never took back a word.”

A thoroughgoing history of indispensable purveyors of 
active and passive resistance in Nazi Germany.

RADIUS
A Story of Feminist 
Revolution
El-Rifae, Yasmin
Verso (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-83976-768-5  

A firsthand account of an influential 
feminist activist group established dur-
ing the Arab Spring.

El-Rifae is a founding member of Opantish (Operation 
Anti-Sexual Harassment), which helped protect women from 
mob attacks in the wake of the 2011 uprisings. “From physically 
intervening on the ground to overseeing the complicated logis-
tics of the operation, women led,” writes the author. “Opantish 
positioned itself as a necessary part of the revolution even as it 
struggled against sexism within revolutionary circles.” El-Rifae, 
who co-produces the Palestine Festival of Literature, and her 
friends were at the center of demonstrations in Egypt, when 
young revolutionaries were experiencing “all of the transcen-
dence and promise of unstoppable, fear-breaking collective 
action against decades of police brutality, dictatorship, and cor-
ruption.” Despite the encouraging progress, online reports soon 
revealed that women were being surrounded by mobs of men and 
sexually assaulted. As a result, El-Rifae and a motivated group 
of both women and men took the initiative to create Opantish. 
Well organized and employing protective gear and safety kits, 
they confronted the mobs in order to save the women, often at 
great personal risk. The author also discusses how the Egyptian 
military had been using attacks against women in public spaces 
since the early 2000s. In addition, the Muslim Brotherhood, 
the deeply conservative religious sect that briefly prevailed in 
its overthrow of the government, had also sanctioned assaults 
against “liberal,” Westernized women. Throughout the book, 
the author presents the results of her interviews conducted over 
several years after the events, many wrenching in detail. Her col-
leagues reveal that many perpetrators of sexual violence espoused 
the ideals of the revolution but took the opportunity to assault 
women whenever they were trapped in a crowd. El-Rifae’s text is 
both deeply troubling and inspiring.

Powerful testimony of the Egyptian revolution destroying 
itself and the courageous people who hoped to save it.

HOLD THE LINE
The Insurrection and One 
Cop’s Battle for America’s 
Soul
Fanone, Michael & John Shiffman
Atria (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-66800-719-8  

A disturbing firsthand account of the 
storming of the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, 
squarely placing the blame on Donald 

Trump and his followers.
Fanone has become one of the most recognizable public 

faces on the law enforcement side of the Jan. 6 divide. Dedicated, 
profane, and quick-witted, it’s clear that he strikes fear among 
the Republican legislators whom he protected that frightening 
day. Kevin McCarthy comes in for a shellacking early on, so weak 
that he effectively admitted, “I can’t control my fringe members.” 
Adds Fanone, “In public, McCarthy praised the police. Behind 
closed doors, he didn’t really give a shit.” When the events of Jan. 
6 began to unfold, Fanone “self-deployed,” going to the Capitol 
on his own initiative. As the rioting escalated, he was beaten and 

“Justifiably angry and an important addition to the grow ing 
literature surrounding the chaotic last days of the Trump regime.” 

hold the line
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tased until he called out that he had children, which caused some 
of the rioters to break off and take him to safety. Still, the author 
is unafraid to name names—from Trump, who, after three hours, 
sent a tweet to the rioters to ask for an end to the violence (Fanone: 

“Too little, too late, asshole”), to “the MAGA-hat-wearing loser 
who electrocuted me with a stun gun.” As he did in testimony 
before Congress, the author calls for comprehensive prosecution. 

“Anyone who engaged in sedition on January 6 should be arrested 
and charged,” he writes. “Including Trump.” Fanone also recog-
nizes that the whole affair has become so thoroughly politicized 
that any solution is unlikely. Among other reasons, he left his job 
because so many of his fellow officers “prioritized their allegiance 
to Donald Trump over their oath to the United States Constitu-
tion,” and he rightfully complains that Congress is too cowardly 
or indifferent to mint a medal honoring their defenders. Fanone’s 
closing thoughts on police reform will be of interest to activists 
everywhere.

Justifiably angry and an important addition to the grow-
ing literature surrounding the chaotic last days of the Trump 
regime.

BEYOND THE WAND
The Magic and Mayhem of 
Growing Up a Wizard
Felton, Tom
Grand Central Publishing (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-5387-4136-8  

A star of the Harry Potter film fran-
chise tells his story.

What made Draco Malfoy such a 
memorable movie villain was the feeling 

that there was more to him than viewers were able to see. It 
turns out the same goes for the actor who played him. Felton 
fills much of his memoir with charmingly told behind-the-
scenes stories of what it was like filming the eight movies in 
the Harry Potter series. He recalls how he brushed off Emma 
Watson in their first meeting and how she once slapped him in 
the face. “I didn’t have the cojones to tell Emma that I hadn’t 
meant her to thwack me in the face, or that she nearly had me 
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in tears,” he writes. The author’s anecdotes about his co-stars, 
from Daniel Radcliffe to Judi Dench, are similarly sweet and 
self-deprecating. However, as he fondly recalls his nonchalant 
reaction to his early career as a child actor and how his tightknit 
family kept him grounded, there is foreshadowing of potential 
problems, particularly when the Harry Potter films concluded. 

“I craved an escape from the version of myself I was becoming,” 
he explained. “I craved the old me. I craved authenticity.” Sud-
denly, Felton’s studied British charm and detached cool were 
replaced with the frenzied discomfort of a man struggling with 
very real demons. To his credit, the author is as unflinchingly 
forthcoming during this period as he is in the rest of his life. 

“Part of the reason that I took the decision to write these pages,” 
he writes, “is the hope that by sharing my experiences, I might 
be able to help someone else who is struggling….I’m no longer 
shy of putting my hands up and saying: I’m not okay. To this day 
I never know which version of myself I’m going to wake up to.”

A surprisingly deep memoir from the actor who brought a 
memorable villain to the big screen.

THE WHITE WALL
How Big Finance Bankrupts 
Black America
Flitter, Emily
One Signal/Atria (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-982183-24-0  

Damning exposé of the essential rac-
ism of the American financial system.

There’s a racial wealth gap in Amer-
ica, with numerous hurdles placed in the 

way of minorities—especially Black men and women—who 
must contend with differential rates of pay, discriminatory lend-
ing, and the inability to accumulate intergenerational wealth. In 
her debut book, New York Times reporter Flitter examines that 
story in numerous insightful ways. One reason Black people 
have trouble getting loans is that there are so few Black finan-
cial advisers and bank officers to serve their needs. As the author 
notes, even Sheila Johnson, one of the wealthiest Black people 
in America, “with a fortune worth hundreds of millions of dol-
lars,” was denied a loan when she tried to launch a luxury resort. 
Banks routinely issue memos headed “Please Use Caution” that 
target Black customers, who, it’s seemingly assumed, should not 
possess large checks. That’s one reason, Flitter points out, that 
check-cashing businesses flourish in Black neighborhoods, as 
well as the fact that those businesses are transparent about fees 
rather than layering on unadvertised charges, as banks do. The 
fact that there are Black neighborhoods to begin with connects 
to lending practices that discriminate against Black borrowers, 

“redlining” mortgages and charging higher rates than those for 
White customers, and to the fact that Black bank employees 
who want to track over to the wealthier “private client” side of 
the house are shunted off to lower-income neighborhoods with-
out high-ticket accounts. Unfortunately, as the author shows, 
discrimination is everywhere. “It is common knowledge that 

insurance companies routinely look for reasons to deny claims,” 
she writes, “and that poor customers’ cases are the easiest to 
dispose of because those customers are the least likely to fight a 
denial.” Everywhere the dollar extends, by her searing account, 
minority communities are excluded.

A rousing body of evidence in favor of activist reform of 
financial practices, from ordinary loans to reparations.

WILD NEW WORLD 
The Epic Story of 
Animals and People in 
America
Flores, Dan
Norton (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-324-00616-9  

A passionate history of North Ameri-
can animal life and people.

Historian Flores, author of Coyote 
America, American Serengeti, and other acclaimed books on the 
American West, writes that when humans arrived in America 
15,000 years ago, they found a vast continent teeming with 
unfamiliar creatures, including mammoths, mastodons, horses, 
bison, beavers, ground sloths, saber-toothed cats, and flightless 
birds. During the 20th century, scholars believed that, unlike 
modern man, early cultures lived in harmony with nature. Try-
ing to explain why megafauna went extinct, they proposed cli-
mate change, disease, normal evolutionary processes, and even 
an asteroid strike. That they were wiped out by hunting is still 
considered controversial. Modern herd animals (bison, elk, 
deer) replaced them, and Native Americans thrived and took 
up agriculture as their populations got too large to survive by 
hunting alone. Contrary to many accounts, early travelers to 
America—including de Vaca, de Soto, Coronado, and others—
found a populated land of cities and farms. After 1600, it was 
the British and French who encountered wilderness following 
a holocaust of European diseases, which killed 80% to 90% of 
Native peoples. With the human population devastated, wild-
life flourished. Flores offers an illuminatingly disturbing history 
of the following 500 years. Disappointed at the absence of cit-
ies of gold, early colonists quickly discovered another source of 
profit, and a vast industry soon delivered an avalanche of ani-
mal body parts to Europe. In a single year, 1743, a modest port 
(La Rochelle, Louisiana) “took in 127,000 beaver pelts, 30,300 
marten furs, 110,000 raccoon pelts, along with its big haul for 
that year, the stripped skins of 16,500 American black bears.” 
The author makes it abundantly clear that money “trumped any 
philosophical debate elites might be having about humanity’s 
animal origins.” Readers will squirm at the vivid accounts of the 
fates of many species, but they will be heartened by the stories 
of men and women who devoted themselves to saving them and 
sometimes succeeded.

An outstanding addition to the literature on the ecological 
history of America.

“An outstanding addition to the literature on 
the ecological history of America.” 

wild new world



I WOULDN’T DO THAT IF 
I WERE ME
Modern Blunders and 
Modest Triumphs 
(but Mostly Blunders)
Gay, Jason
Hachette (208 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-306-82856-0  

When the going gets tough, send in 
the clowns.

Gay, a sports and humor columnist for the Wall Street Journal, 
follows up Little Victories (2015) with another winning set of essays, 
many embracing the perspective afforded by the pandemic. The 
author’s self-deprecating approach to his limited athletic abilities 
and dubious masculine bona fides puts him right next to Dave 
Barry on the guy-humor shelf. For example, here is his assess-
ment of setting up a man cave in his basement: “I am not what 
you would describe as man cave material. I have never owned a 

framed football jersey, or a leather chair, or a vintage neon sign of 
any kind. I’m a clod at playing pool, foosball, and air hockey. I know 
very little about beer. When you are cleaning up after a party, and 
you find a halfdrunk can of beer, and you ask, ‘Who drinks only 
half a can of beer?’ Me. That is me. I drank only half a can of your 
beer. I am sorry.” In response to his children’s pleas for a dog, he 
imagines some kind of new, “custom-designed” breed, “capable of 
walking loyally with you to the liquor store but also discussing the 
new season of Ozark. I bet they make this dog now. It’s probably 
some form of Frankendoodle. ‘His name is Abercrombie. He’s part 
poodle, part Lab, part podcaster.’ ” Gay also provides an alternative 
to the traditional anniversary gift guide —highlights include “7th: 
Phone charger…“8th: Nothing…13th: Heroin….48th: Ghostbusters 
II on Blu-Ray.” In a particularly moving piece, the author remem-
bers a sportswriter pal who died of brain cancer, and a series of 
three essays mete out the misadventures of his mother’s cat, Baxter, 
giving the book a bit of a throughline and leading to the bravura 
ending, where he praises the “little happy things” that have gotten 
us through these difficult recent years.

Goofy dad humor lives, and it’s still good for what ails you.
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BOY WITH THE BULLHORN
A Memoir and History of ACT 
UP New York
Goldberg, Ron
Empire State Editions/Fordham Univ. 
(512 pp.) 
$34.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-531-50097-9  

A firsthand account from a frontline 
fighter against an establishment indiffer-
ent to those suffering from AIDS.

“Here we were, a brave new Queer Army ready to fight like 
hell for the living,” writes Goldberg about an early demonstra-
tion on the part of ACT UP, the activist group that, beginning 
in 1987, politicized the struggle to push medical research for 
AIDS into the forefront and to secure rights, medical and oth-
erwise, for the ill and their loved ones. Drawing on lessons from 
the anti-war era, from sit-ins to guerrilla street theater, ACT UP 
was “bold, angry, and—unlike the other AIDS groups—dedi-
cated to confrontation, not care giving.” Indeed, by the end of 
Goldberg’s years with the organization, the group had gone from 
marches to more provocative actions: “We’d held hundreds of 
die-ins, hoisted cardboard tombstones at the FDA, and carted 
empty coffins through the streets…we’d hurled ashes at the 
White House and carried a dead body through midtown Manhat-
tan.” Spurred to turn a long-kept chronology of the movement 
into a book by playwright Larry Kramer, Goldberg, a thoughtful 
and capacious writer, allows that ACT UP may have caused divi-
siveness: “Strategic concerns aside, I don’t think it’s a good idea 
to shout people down, particularly when you’re a group always 
demanding to be heard.” Still, there was plenty of blather to 
shout down on the parts of Rudy Giuliani, Jesse Helms, and Ron-
ald Reagan; even better-intentioned figures such as Bill Clinton 
and Anthony Fauci were not as helpful as they could have been. 
Whether sympathetic, indifferent, or hostile, the world stood by 
as millions died, just cause for anger. AIDS is still with us, but 
more manageably so, Goldberg closes in noting—a fact that owes 
at least something to ACT UP’s militance and refusal to go away, 
honoring its still-memorable slogan: “Silence = Death.”

A fine blend of history and memoir and a useful guidebook 
for activists.

THE GRIMKES 
The Legacy of Slavery 
in an American Family
Greenidge, Kerri K.
Liveright/Norton (416 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-324-09084-7  

A multigenerational history of an 
American family that grappled with rac-
ism and reform.

Award-winning historian Greenidge 
offers an absorbing investigation of two branches of the notable 

Grimke family: sisters Sarah and Angelina Grimke, who became 
famous for their views on abolition and women’s suffrage; and 
the descendants of their brother Henry Grimke, a “notori-
ously violent and sadistic” slave owner who fathered three sons 
with a Black woman he owned. Drawing on abundant archival 
sources, the author follows the fortunes of each side of the 
family as Sarah, Angelina, and Theodore Dwight Weld, Ange-
lina’s husband, positioned themselves within the anti-slavery 
movement, and Henry Grimke’s sons Archibald and Francis 
became prominent members of the nation’s “colored elite.” 
Archibald, a Harvard-educated lawyer, became a co-founder of 
the Washington, D.C., branch of the NAACP; Francis studied 
at Princeton Theological Seminary and became the Presbyte-
rian minister of a D.C. church. Guilt led the White Grimkes to 
be revulsed by slavery: The sisters’ father had owned more than 
300, and the girls witnessed the slaves’ merciless treatment at 
the hands of their parents and brothers. At first, the sisters sup-
ported African colonization. Blacks would be happier if they 
left America, they believed; eventually, however, their views 
shifted to abolition. Like many other White Americans, they 
saw the abolition movement as a path to personal redemption 
and considered Blacks to be “objects of reform” rather than 
equals worthy of respect. Racism, however, was not limited to 
the White Grimkes. The Black branch of the family, invested 
in their belief in racial respectability and material success, dis-
tinguished themselves from the “negro masses” whose behavior, 
values, and prospects they disdained. Greenidge reveals the sig-
nificant roles of Black women in the family’s complicated his-
tory: the sons’ mother, wives, and in-laws; and, notably, Archie’s 
daughter, poet and playwright Angelina Weld Grimke. The 
author’s discoveries reveal both “white reformers’ disavowal of 
their complicity in America’s racial project” and “the limits of 
interracial alliances.”

A sweeping, insightful, richly detailed family and Ameri-
can history.

UNREASONABLE HOSPITALITY
The Remarkable Power of 
Giving People More Than 
They Expect
Guidara, Will
Optimism Press (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-593-41857-4  

A noted restaurateur and manager 
shares his experiences.

Guidara, co-owner of the world-
renowned New York restaurant Eleven Madison Park, makes his 
nonfiction debut with an enthusiastic guide for leaders. Draw-
ing on 25 years in restaurant work, including corporate and man-
agement positions, the author asserts that hospitality is crucial 
to the success of any business. In a restaurant, hospitality means 

“genuinely engaging with the person you’re serving, so you can 
make an authentic connection.” That engagement results from 
a culture of caring that emanates from everyone involved. A 

“A sweeping, insightful, richly detailed family and Ameri can history.” 
the grimkes



restaurant manager must ask a host of important questions: 
“How do you make the people who work for you and the people 
you serve feel seen and valued? How do you give them a sense 
of belonging? How do you make them feel part of something 
bigger than themselves? How do you make them feel welcome?” 
The author distinguishes between being “restaurant-smart”—
doing what’s best for the guests—and “corporate-smart”—i.e., 

“running a tight ship.” When those two goals created tension, 
Guidara found that trust was essential to forging a productive 
team. “A leader’s responsibility,” he writes, “is to identify the 
strengths of the people on their team, no matter how buried 
those strengths might be.” A leader is also responsible for giving 
praise, choosing how and when to deliver criticism, and encour-
aging participation from all team members. Ultimately, a leader 
must know when to take the helm. “If you try to be all things to 
all people,” writes the author, “it’s proof that you don’t have a 
point of view—and if you want to make an impact, you need to 
have a point of view.” Most of Guidara’s anecdotes come from 
his eventful years as manager of Eleven Madison Park, which 
was chosen as the world’s best restaurant in 2017. That success, 

he insists, came from daring to enact “unreasonable hospital-
ity”—going beyond flawless service and memorable cuisine to 
shower each guest with personal attention.

Sage advice about leadership.

YELLEN
The Trailblazing Economist 
Who Navigated an Era 
of Upheaval
Hilsenrath, Jon
Harper Business (448 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-06-316246-4  

A thriving marriage buoys two 
impressive careers.

Financial journalist Hilsenrath, senior 
writer for the Wall Street Journal, makes his book debut with a 
perceptive dual biography of Janet Yellen (b. 1946) and her 
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ISBN: 978-163107-042-6 (hardcover, color), 978-163107-040-2 (paperback, b&w)

“Even readers with just a casual 
interest in space travel and 
interstellar exploration will fi nd much 
to savor in this admirable, inspiring, 
and heartfelt account. The memoir 
proves that with enough drive and 
determination, anything is possible.”
—Kirkus Reviews

HEART ALLY
BOOKS, LLC
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husband, Nobel laureate George Akerlof (b. 1940). By the time 
they met in 1977, Yellen had earned a doctorate at Yale, where she 
was inspired by the “moral passion” of her mentor, James Tobin, 
and had just left a teaching job at Harvard. Akerlof, coming out 
of MIT, had taught at Berkeley, was divorced, and, in 1970, had 
written a transformative 13-page paper, “The Market for ‘Lem-
ons,’ ” which, Hilsenrath notes, “helped open the door for a new 
branch of research called behavioral economics.” In many ways, 
the two were opposites: “Janet was disciplined, grounded, sen-
sible, orderly; George was creative, contrarian, and unorthodox.” 
Soon after meeting, they married and went off to teach at the 
London School of Economics. Though their personalities dif-
fered, their views on their field concurred. Both were critics of 
the efficient-market theory of economics, which held that indi-
viduals always act in their own best interests. Yellen and Akerlof 
believed that a person’s financial decisions are not always ratio-
nal nor predictable. Similarly, they opposed the stance of econo-
mists such as Milton Friedman, who saw individual liberty to 
be “both a virtue in its own right and the central mechanism for 
economic good.” In 2001, Akerlof shared a Nobel Prize; his con-
tinued research in behavior and social psychology led to his cre-
ating the field of identity economics. Yellen attained ever higher 
political appointments as chair of the White House Council of 
Economic Advisers, chair of the Federal Reserve, and secretary 
of the treasury. Hilsenrath draws on personal interviews and 
abundant published material to clearly elucidate economic the-
ories, recount Yellen’s challenges in steering the nation through 
economic upheaval, and convey the warmth of the family’s life.

A lucid, informative portrait.

JERUSALEM FALLS
Seven Centuries of War and 
Peace
Hosler, John D.
Yale Univ. (384 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-300-25514-0  

An argument for the relevance of 
Jerusalem’s history, from the seventh to 
the 13th centuries to today’s conflicts 
over its status.

Hosler, a professor of military history and author of The 
Siege of Acre, sets his narrative during the centuries known in 
the West as the “medieval period.” He describes the text as 
a “book about conquest” covering a series of Jerusalem’s “falls” 
when “possession of the city passed from adherents of one 
religious confession to another by way of conflict.” It’s a dizzy-
ing, detailed story of faiths, ethnic and tribal communities, and 
sects and subgroups using military action to secure control of 
a city sacred to all of them. Some of these elements—Persians, 
Saracens, Christians, Byzantines, Fatimids, Europeans, Arabs, 
Turks, Sunnis and Shia Muslims—will be known to readers, 
yet many will be hard-pressed to keep track of the hundreds 
of other figures who populate the complex narrative. While 
a judicious attempt at balancing accounts, it’s difficult to 

see its relevance to the current situation in Israel. There’s no 
question that Jerusalem’s inhabitants during Europe’s Middle 
Ages experienced periods of tranquility and toleration in their 
multicultural, pluralistic society. However, there was also no 
lack of carnage, including massacres by Christian crusaders 
in 1099, the nadir of the city’s history. While it’s important to 
be reminded that, from time to time, Jerusalem was “a city for 
all,” the text is packed with gore, massacres, and expulsions by 
Christian crusaders as well as Jews and non-Christian “infidels” 
attempting to hold their possession in the Judean hills. Trying 
to balance such horrors against periods of comparative calm is 
a false equivalency. Nevertheless, for its factual and up-to-date 
solidity and skilled rendering of a deeply complex and troubling 
history, Hosler’s work deserves attention.

A useful historical resource aside from the stretch required 
to accept its central argument.

WHITE WOMEN 
Everything You Already 
Know About Your Own 
Racism and How To Do Better
Jackson, Regina & Saira Rao
Penguin (208 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-14-313643-9  

An energetic call to action for White 
women to fight against inherent ele-
ments of White supremacist thought.

Via careful examination of their personal experiences and 
those of the other people of color who gave testimony for 
this book, Jackson and Rao unpack the ways in which White 
women’s treatment of people (particularly women) of color 
upholds White supremacy. The authors are clear and concise, 
making their points with no room for argument. They pres-
ent readers with incontrovertible evidence of inherent racism 
and how “White silence is violence.” The authors also show 
how being nice can only get you so far, and White women must 
do the work to move beyond merely serving as an ally. “Allies 
don’t have any skin in the game; they are standing side by side 
in solidarity,” write the authors. “But you do have skin in the 
game—your white skin. Stop aspiring to be an ally—and good 
Lord, stop calling yourself an ally. Rather, be an accomplice. A 
partner, a collaborator, a co-conspirator. Anything but an ally.” 
Jackson and Rao not only call out the racism of White women 
on the behalf of people of color; they also call attention to the 
fact that White supremacy is detrimental to White people as 
well. At every step, the authors call for substantive action and 
for White women to move beyond simply sharing inspirational 
memes, giving thoughts and prayers, and believing that positiv-
ity and “colorblindness” will solve racism. The authors are espe-
cially astute in their investigation of the language regarding 
White supremacy, noting that “the words ‘privilege’ and ‘fragil-
ity’ are so mild—so moderate, so proper, so subtle—when you 
consider what they are describing, the work these things do, the 
heavy lifting in upholding violence against people of color.” The 

“The authors are clear and concise, making their 
points with no room for argument.” 

white women
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authors also append a helpful glossary of relevant terms, includ-
ing microaggression, toxic positivity, and tone policing.

A highly insightful, useful text.

HIMALAYA
Exploring the Roof of the 
World
Keay, John
Bloomsbury (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-63286-943-2  

An exploration of the history and 
possible future of the Himalayas.

Since the 1960s, historian and 
journalist Keay has been traveling to 

and writing about the Himalayas. Now, in his 22nd book, he 
offers a panoramic overview of the history, archaeology, geol-
ogy, politics, religions, and cultures of the storied mountain 

range, highlighting the individuals who have aspired to reach 
its peaks, visited its sacred sites, investigated its flora and fauna, 
and created its vivid mythology. Among an international cast 
of intrepid, sometimes eccentric characters are the German 
polar explorer Alfred Wegener, who theorized the idea of con-
tinental drift; the flamboyant Italian Giuseppe Vincenzo Tucci, 
whom Keay deems the greatest Tibetologist of the 20th cen-
tury; linguists and folklorists David and Emily Lorimer; and 
opera diva and devout Buddhist Alexandra David-Néel, whose 
memoir My Journey to Lhasa (1927) “offers a wealth of fantasy, 
anecdote and domestic detail,” including “hallucinations, divi-
nations, mystic encounters, feats of endurance, family disputes, 
miracles galore and some leaden humour.” The Himalayas are 
a vast, young range, notes Keay. Mount Everest grows a few 
centimeters per year, and the area is so seismically active that it 
experiences an earthquake every week. “Seen from afar,” writes 
the author, “with the snows of their dragon’s-back skyline snag-
ging the clouds, they epitomise permanence and eternity; but 
geologically speaking they are neither permanent nor eternal.” 
Paleontologists have discovered remains of mastodon and 
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hippopotamus, porcupine and rat, among species that could 
not have survived in the current climate. Culturally and politi-
cally, the region has undergone dramatic changes as well. Leay 
examines the fraught conflicts that have beset much of the 
region: Nepal, home to 129 languages, struggling “to assert a 
distinct identity”; Tibet, coveted by China; and Kashmir, a 
Muslim-majority state in a Hindu-dominated Indian republic. 
Ecologically vulnerable, the region is in need of environmental 
safeguards—not least, against defilement from climbers’ trash. 
Pair this one with Ed Douglas’ Himalaya: A Human History.

A wide-ranging adventure into rugged terrain.

THE RUSSIA 
CONUNDRUM 
How the West Fell for 
Putin’s Power Gambit—and 
How To Fix It
Khodorkovsky, Mikhail with 
Martin Sixsmith
St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-250-28559-1  

A disturbing account that peels back 
the layers of the Putin regime to reveal the corruption and vio-
lence at the core.

Once a wealthy oligarch and a player in Moscow politics, 
Khodorkovsky ran afoul of Putin in 2003 and spent 10 years in 
prison before leaving the country in exile. In this remarkable 
book, co-written by British journalist Sixsmith, he interweaves 
the story of Putin’s rise with a personal account of his own fall. 
The book could have easily turned into a conspiratorial rant, 
but the text remains focused. Khodorkovsky was an excellent 
student, studying chemical engineering, and his entrepreneurial 
streak allowed him to take advantage of the convulsions of the 
Gorbachev era, first with a bank and later an oil company, Yukos. 
His wealth led to close contact with Boris Yeltsin, and he even 
served as an economic adviser. When Putin took over, Khodor-
kovsky was initially hopeful, but he soon realized the danger 
of his authoritarian ambitions. Khodorkovsky’s criticisms of 
Putin, and of the level of corruption in the inner circle, led to 
his arrest and decade in prison. “You don’t even need to fall out 
with them to be targeted,” he writes. “They can simply take a 
fancy to your business or your property. And once they have you 
in their sights, there is no way out. You have no one to turn to, 
no one to help you—not the law, not the courts, not the media, 
not your bosses or your neighbors.” Khodorkovsky eventually 
fled to London, where he founded the Open Russia move-
ment to promote liberal reform. For this, he earned a price on 
his head. He devotes the closing chapter to his hope that Rus-
sia might eventually become more democratic, although this 
sounds more idealistic than likely, and Khodorkovsky admits 
that Putin’s rhetoric of returning Russia to the glory days of Sta-
lin’s time strikes a popular chord.

Authoritative, essential reading for anyone who wants to 
understand the frightening breadth and depth of Putin’s methods.

DRINKING GAMES
A Memoir
Levy, Sarah
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-1-250-28058-9  

A debut memoir about the author’s 
struggles with alcohol and journey 
toward sobriety.

When Levy was a junior in high 
school, she attended a party where a 

boy she had a crush on nonchalantly asked her, in front of a 
large group of her classmates, for oral sex. Devastated by the 
humiliation, she drank heavily and, for the first time in her 
life, blacked out. Although this pattern of excessive drinking 
continued throughout her 20s and resulted in the dissolution 
of her relationship with her best friend, Chloe—whose “uncle 
had run a major campaign for president of the United States” 
and whose “father was a high-powered diplomat in Europe”—
mostly, Levy was able to maintain a functional, successful life, 
scaling the corporate ladder. After “a year sober” and having 

“just exited another startup with a work hard, play hard cul-
ture,” she earned the position of vice president of marketing 
at a “New York wellness brand,” and she lived in a series of 
nice neighborhoods like Gramercy and the Upper East Side. 
However, the author’s achievements masked her addiction, 
which continued to plague her. “I realized it didn’t matter if 
my drinking problem qualified as ‘real.’ I needed to stop, and 
it was clear, through years of trial and error, that I couldn’t 
do it myself,” she writes. “So, I did what once seemed impos-
sible: I walked into a twelve-step recovery meeting.” At its 
best, the text reads like an intimate conversation between 
friends; the sections about Levy’s mother’s struggle with 
breast cancer are particularly poignant. Too often, however, 
the author gives an overview of a thought process rather 
than actual information about her experience. For example, 
although she references an eating disorder, she doesn’t effec-
tively show readers her struggle with food. By no means does 
Levy owe readers specific information about traumatic expe-
riences or life patterns, but her emphasis on telling rather 
than showing feels misaligned with the vulnerability that she 
claims underpins the narrative.

An earnest examination of alcohol and sobriety that could 
have gone deeper.

“Authoritative, essential reading for anyone who wants to 
understand the frightening breadth and depth of Putin’s methods.” 

the russia conundrum
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RONAN AND THE 
ENDLESS SEA OF STARS 
A Graphic Memoir
Louis, Rick
Illus. by Lara Antal
Abrams ComicArts (160 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-419-75108-0  

A heart-wrenching graphic memoir 
about losing a child to a rare neurological 
disorder.

“This is not a story about grief,” writes Louis about his son’s 
battle with Tay-Sachs, an incurable disease. “It is just the story of 
a little boy who was only here for a short while. And what he was 
like. And what he meant to us.” There’s a fairy-tale sense of won-
der to such narration, a balance of light and dark that matches 
the stars-and-space backdrop of Antal’s illustrations. With tonal 
command and a penchant for understatement, the author doesn’t 
pull any emotional punches, but neither does he wallow in tragedy. 

The artistry underscores the tone of the text, with whimsy and 
flights of fancy, whether soaring toward the stars or plunging into 
a dark night of the soul. “I knew there was something I needed 
to understand, and perhaps share, about my brief, intense, joy-
ful, devastating parenting experience,” writes the author at the 
beginning. He chronicles his journey from initial indifference 
about parenting to the emotional richness and bonding of early 
parenthood to the terrible news that Ronan would not have long 
to live, a fact that ravaged his parents and their marriage. Yet 
there is joy and even redemption within the elliptical sparseness 
of the narration, and Antal’s illustrations reinforce the impact of 
the words and fill in some of the gaps. This is not a book narrowly 
focused on a readership of other parents facing such a rare dis-
order. Rather, Louis and Antal combine to create an impressive 
work that explores universal themes of mortality, parental love, 
selflessness, and resilience. “Being Ronan’s father was the great-
est thing that ever happened to me,” writes the author. Readers 
will believe him wholeheartedly.

A spare account of a short life that will leave readers feel-
ing both uplifted and emotionally drained.
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FOR PROFIT
A History of Corporations
Magnuson, William
Basic Books (384 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-5416-0156-7  

A law professor examines corpora-
tions through history and finds recurring 
themes.

Magnuson walks us through relevant 
eras of history, from the Roman Empire 

to the East India Company to Silicon Valley. In the early 1900s, 
Henry Ford provided the blueprint for the modern corpora-
tion, and firms like Exxon took the idea to the multinational 
level. There have always been questions about what a corpo-
ration should do. The usual answer is to maximize profits for 
shareholders, although there is a crucial caveat that corpora-
tions must not only obey the law, but should also heed unwrit-
ten social rules. Aside from this, there is another line of thinking 
that corporations have a responsibility to do good social works, 
although defining that is surprisingly difficult. Magnuson looks 
at tech giants like Facebook, which might have started with good 
motives but have become known for dubious ethical behavior 
and astonishing arrogance. As the author rightly points out, too 
many corporations now look only toward profit maximization, 
with no regard for anything else. This raises a key problem with 
the book. His descriptions of corporations throughout history 
focus largely on their negative aspects, but Magnuson concludes 
that “it is important to remember that corporations have been 
behind man’s greatest creations” and that “they are institutions 
for bringing people together to work toward common ends.” 
This position arrives abruptly near the end of the text, contra-
dicting many of the author’s previous discussions. A bigger issue, 
however, is that the book offers little fresh information about a 
well-worn topic. Writers have been examining corporations, usu-
ally critically, for centuries. Even the reforms to encourage better 
corporate behavior that Magnuson presents have been well cov-
ered. It’s clear the author knows his subject well, but there’s just 
not much more to say about it.

Magnuson looks at how corporations operate in society 
but struggles to find a fresh perspective.

WHAT DOESN’T KILL US 
MAKES US
Who We Become After 
Tragedy and Trauma
Mariani, Mike
Ballantine (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-0-593-23694-9  

An exploration of the work of 
tragic events on the psyche, which can 
be corrosive but also offers the possi-

bility of reinvention.

Mariani, a journalist and former English professor, has grap-
pled with both the psychological burdens of a motherless child-
hood, raised by “a father who loved my sister and me but who 
was also aloof and alone, forever at a wraithlike remove,” and the 
physical malady of chronic fatigue syndrome. Though he tends 
to linger too often on his own troubles, most of the subjects he 
profiles in the book have had it worse—e.g., a woman who was 
raped, two men who were incarcerated, another woman whose 
personality was transformed by a brain injury, and a man who 
suffered amputations after an accident. By Mariani’s account, 
none were strengthened by the experience, at least not at first; 
instead, they suffered from initial diminishment, people “whose 
very continuity of self had been ruptured forever.” Yet there is a 
progression among those whom trauma has forced to live “after-
lives.” Not all, but many, experience a strengthening that comes 
from piecing together the shattered fragments of their former 
lives. However, is a glass glued after breaking stronger than one 
unbroken in the first place? The answer is unclear. As Mariani 
notes, many traumatized people remain vulnerable, a condition 
that “manifests itself as a heightened exposure to not only con-
crete physical sequelae like injury and infirmity but also social 
issues like unemployment, marginalization, and poverty.” All 
this is less easy to parse than the conventional wisdom that 
what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. The reality, writes the 
author, is that “our tragedies and traumas saw through the ropes 
connecting us to what we love, setting us adrift and unmoored 
in faceless waters oblivious to our suffering.” What remains is 
to rebuild and reconnect—if that’s possible.

Repetitive but with a strong message of hope in the face of 
life-altering trauma.

SLIPPERY STEPS
Rolling and Tumbling Toward 
Sobriety
McLeese, Don
Ice Cube Press (360 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Oct. 5, 2022
978-1-948509-35-0  

A veteran music journalist chronicles 
his descent into and rise out of alcohol 
dependency.

While McLeese, a longtime writer 
and editor at the Chicago Sun-Times, Austin American-Statesman, 
and No Depression, climbed the media ranks as a music writer, 
alcohol began playing a more significant role in his life. He 
opens with an episode in which his wife, Maria, called 911 after 
discovering the author passed out drunk on the front lawn dur-
ing a rainstorm. “I had been drinking for decades, nightly, and, 
yes, progressively more and more.” Eventually, his “self-medi-
cating coping mechanism” severely damaged his family life and 
eroded a career he’d been building for decades. McLeese writes 
insightfully about how binge-drinking “became a way to recap-
ture the impetuosity of lost youth” and probes his family history, 
showing how his parents’ dual alcoholism influenced his own 
propensity for addiction. Because he lacked the resolve to quit, 

“A raw, painfully honest memoir rendered in assured prose.” 
slippery steps



the falls and the blackouts became commonplace. However, 
once he fully realized that he needed to stop or the strongholds 
in his life—especially his marriage and his relationships with his 
children—would continue to crumble, McLeese embarked on 
the true road to sobriety with earnest intentions. While his ini-
tial introductory experiences with the Alcoholics Anonymous 
fellowship are laced with wry humor, it’s clear that the author 
remained unconvinced that cessation was truly necessary and 
instead simply vowed to “play along” with the step program. 

“Did I want to be sober?” he repeatedly asked himself, “I wasn’t 
sure.” Even the beginning stages of sobriety proved to be a great 
challenge. Without alcohol, the fun of vacation evaporated, as 
did the enjoyment of daily life in general. McLeese is forth-
right and candid throughout, even when his honesty paints him 
as a functioning alcoholic deluded by fierce denial and false 
promises. The author’s eventual epiphany and road to sobriety 
continue, as evidenced by the inclusion of a closing “Step” edu-
cation, which sober readers will recognize and appreciate.

A raw, painfully honest memoir rendered in assured prose.

DELIBERATE CRUELTY
Truman Capote, the 
Millionaire’s Wife, and the 
Murder of the Century
Montillo, Roseanne
Atria (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-982153-75-5  

How the connection between Tru-
man Capote and a millionaire’s wife 
brought about their mutual destruction.

Capote took interest in Ann Woodward in 1955 after she 
shot and killed her husband, Billy Woodward, claiming she 
thought he was a burglar. When he accosted her in a restaurant 
a year later, the socialite angrily dismissed him as “a little fag.” 
Montillo, the author of The Lady and Her Monsters, among other 
works of nonfiction, suggests that this insult may have been one 
of the infamously spiteful writer’s motivations for writing “La 
Côte Basque, 1965,” his infamous 1975 short story. The author’s 
fascination with Woodward and Capote is evident in her ele-
gantly novelistic retelling of their lives and the strange con-
nections and parallels that linked them. “Both had overcome 
hardscrabble, unsteady, fraught childhoods,” writes Montillo. 

“Both had cajoled, clawed, and charmed their way into the elite 
circles they sought to enter. Both were vulnerable and mean. 
Both were familiar with violence.” The beautiful Woodward 
had escaped a bleak Kansas life to become a New York showgirl. 
Capote left Alabama and flourished in New York City, where his 
brilliance as a writer was quickly recognized. After their initial 
encounter, Woodward would become an increasingly margin-
alized figure among the wealthy socialites who had never fully 
accepted her, while literary bad-boy Capote went on to become 
the “chronicler of the New York social world that…shunned” 
her. Capote’s obsession with Woodward only intensified, espe-
cially after he found himself unable to produce another book. 

His 1975 story, based on the lives of Woodward and the high-
society women friends he called his “swans,” was so devastating 
that Woodward committed suicide by overdosing on Seconal, 
the drug that also killed Capote’s mother. In turn, Capote was 
rejected by his swans for his betrayal of their confidences and 
sank into the drug and alcohol abuse that eventually led to 
his death. This engaging, well-researched book will appeal to 
true-crime aficionados, Capote fans, and anyone interested in a 
darkly intriguing story well told.

A compelling mix of true crime and literary biography.

AMERICAN CALIPH
The True Story of a Muslim 
Mystic, a Hollywood Epic, 
and the 1977 Siege of 
Washington, DC
Mufti, Shahan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-0-374-20858-5  

The story of a hostage takeover that 
shocked the country.

On March 9, 1977, nearly 150 people were taken hostage at 
B’nai B’rith headquarters in Washington, D.C., “the largest and 
oldest Jewish service organization in America,” and two other 
sites, an attack orchestrated by Hamaas Abdul Khaalis, the 
Sunni leader of the Hanafi movement. Mining thousands of 
documents from FBI files and Department of Justice records, 
trial transcripts, and interviews with five of the hostage takers 
and more than a dozen hostages, journalist Mufti fashions a 
tense, often grisly account of the events leading up to the two-
day standoff and the arrests, trial, and aftermath of “the largest 
hostage taking in American history and the first such attack by 
Muslims on American soil.” Born Ernest Timothy McGee in 
1922, Khaalis changed his name when he joined the Nation of 
Islam. After serving as a close aide to the organization’s leader, 
Elijah Muhammad, Khaalis derided the Nation as a corrupt 

“self-serving family oligarchy.” Aligning himself with a new spiri-
tual master, he formed a rival group, which attracted support 
from basketball star Lew Alcindor, whom Khaalis renamed 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Mufti recounts violent conflicts and 
fractured leadership both within and among American Muslim 
groups. In 1973, the Nation’s wrath against Khaalis led to the 
gory massacre of seven members of his family, including chil-
dren. Even after some perpetrators were convicted, Khaalis felt 

“spurned by American justice.” One of his hostage demands was 
that the men who killed his family be brought to him for jus-
tice. Another was that the release of a biopic about the life of 
Muhammad be stopped and the film reels destroyed. Although 
Khaalis’ anger, desire for revenge, religious convictions, and 
psychological demons fueled the siege, Mufti places the event 
in the larger context of America’s involvement in the tumultu-
ous history of the Middle East, South Asia, and northern Africa.

A brisk, engrossing work of investigative journalism.
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NOVELIST AS A VOCATION
Murakami, Haruki
Trans. by Philip Gabriel & Ted Goossen
Knopf (224 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-451-49464-1  

The acclaimed novelist opens up 
about his methods and how he creates 
his own private worlds.

In a series of self-deprecating, intro-
spective essays, six previously published, 

five written for this book, Murakami shares his modest views 
on writing. The fact that he has been able “to write novels as 
a profession…continues to amaze me.” He begins with gener-
alities: what qualities successful novelists possess and how they 
are able to sustain them. The author recounts how, at 29, mar-
ried, attending school and struggling to keep his jazz cafe afloat, 
he was outside watching a baseball game, and “based on no 
grounds whatsoever, it suddenly struck me: I think I can write a 
novel.” He wrote his first novel—later to become Hear the Wind 
Sing—in rudimentary English, “a rough, uncultivated kind of 
prose.” He then “transplanted” it into Japanese in a “creative 
rhythm distinctly my own,” finding the “coolest chords, trust-
ing in the power of improvisation.” Murakami believes his jazzy 
literary originality, voice, and style were born then. Even today, 
he doesn’t experience writer’s block. Words come out in a joyful 

“spontaneous flow” as his narratives grow lengthier and more 
complex. After dismissing the significance of literary prizes, he 
advises young writers to read numerous novels, good and bad, 
as he did growing up, observe the world around them, and draw 
upon their memories. Essays are “no more than sidelines, like 
the cans of oolong tea marketed by beer companies.” Stories are 
like “practice pieces.” When he composes his novels, he limits 
himself to 10 pages per day; then his wife reads it, and he makes 
countless revisions—“I have a deep-rooted love for tinkering.” 
Novelists require stamina, which Murakami gets from one of 
his favorite pastimes: running. Over time, he gradually began 
writing more in third person, creating more named characters 
and “simultaneously being created by the novel as well.” He 
doesn’t comment much on his own works nor those of others.

Dry and repetitious in places, Murakami’s gentle encour-
agement will appeal to hesitant novice writers.

I EXAGGERATE
My Brushes With Fame
Nealon, Kevin
Abrams (224 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-4197-6198-0  

A collection of caricatures and 
related anecdotes from the actor and 
comedian.

Nealon is perhaps best known for his time on Saturday 
Night Live from 1986 to 1995. During that time, he would sketch 

images of his fellow cast members in the margins of his scripts, 
often making them his “unwitting subjects.” More recently, 
while flying to and from stand-up gigs, fellow passengers have 
also become his subjects. During the pandemic, when stand-
up gigs were canceled, he found himself sketching even more. 
The author recounts how he became interested in drawing as 
a boy and later developed an affinity for French impressionist 
painters, particularly Claude Monet, who also enjoyed drawing 
caricatures. Later, Nealon began visiting museums in order to 
study the artists’ paintings and techniques, and he learned to 
paint using a digital tablet, which is the technique he employs 
in this book. The only downside to his hobby, he writes, is that 
when he looks at people now, he sees their character traits exag-
gerated in his head. Among the celebrities and other notable 
individuals included in the book are Robin Williams, who was 

“a modern-day Jonathan Winters. No one was quicker or fun-
nier; I was absolutely floored by his wit, improvisational skills, 
characters, and voices. He was pure genius”; Johnny Carson, 
whom Nealon “watched religiously”; and Steve Martin, whom 
Nealon claims to have “first discovered” (before any of his other 
friends). He includes many fellow SNL cast members, includ-
ing Dana Carvey, Chris Farley, and Norm Macdonald, as well as 
SNL creator and executive producer Loren Michaels. He also 
includes portraits of musicians, including Kurt Cobain, Tom 
Petty, Eddie Vedder, and Prince. The anecdotes that Nealon 
includes with each image are heartwarming and sincere. As the 
author writes, each sketch was “a labor of love.” Other profiles 
include Howard Stern, Jennifer Aniston, and Anthony Bourdain.

An impressive collection from a multifaceted artist.

A LINE IN THE WORLD 
A Year on the North Sea 
Coast
Nors, Dorthe
Trans. by Caroline Waight
Illus. by Signe Parkins
Graywolf (240 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-64445-209-7  

The first book of nonfiction from 
the iconoclastic Danish author.

In this graceful, lyrical text, Nors gathers 14 essays about 
the North Sea Coast of Denmark, which is, for her, both legacy 
and landscape. “That was where our kin came from; the coast-
line was our place of origin,” she writes in the first of the deft 
and offhand pieces. “My family had a little house tucked away 
in a deserted backwater out there all my life.” If this statement 
makes her efforts seem like a reclamation, there is plenty of 
disruption, as well. The author sees the coast as not only geo-
graphic, but also personal. “A landscape is beyond the telling, 
like the telling is beyond itself,” she writes. “It takes a person 
to take up the line somewhere, to open, look and make a cut.” 
That is her purpose in this luminous set of reflections, which 
she frames as something of an escape: “Me, my notebook, and 
my love of the wild and desolate. I wanted to do the opposite 

“An intricate reckoning with a world that, despite our best 
attempts to tame it, remains elemental and wild.” 

a line in the world



of what was expected of me. It’s a recurring pattern in my life.” 
As the book progresses, Nors touches on a variety of intriguing 
rituals and landmarks—e.g., the Midsummer’s Eve bonfire, in 
which a doll is burned to ward off evil; a tour of coastal churches 
undertaken in one day. “We Danes,” she writes, “are more or less 
in agreement: all of this is a game we play.” Still, those ancient 
places and ceremonies exert a vivid pull. Perhaps nowhere is 
this more apparent then when she addresses weather patterns, 
the storm surges, “part of the organic, changeable and violent 
life of the coast,” that have wreaked havoc on inhabitants for 
centuries. “It’s always out there, the great storm surge,” she 
writes. “You know it’s coming.” 

An intricate reckoning with a world that, despite our best 
attempts to tame it, remains elemental and wild.

SHIRLEY HAZZARD 
A Writing Life
Olubas, Brigitta
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (576 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-374-11337-7  

An illuminating portrait of the 
esteemed Australian-born fiction writer 
and essayist.

With her early fiction in the 1960s 
and ’70s, Shirley Hazzard (1931-2016) 

was quickly recognized as a prose stylist of distinctive intelli-
gence and insight. In 1980, The Transit of Venus firmly secured her 
standing, in particular among other writers; more than 20 years 
later, The Great Fire won the National Book Award and garnered 
her a new readership. In this scrupulously researched biography, 
Olubas, an English professor at the University of New South 
Wales and editor of two volumes of Hazzard’s work, charts the 
meandering course of Hazzard’s life and travels, drawing on 
events and impressions that would inform much of her writing. 
The author begins with Hazzard’s early years growing up in Syd-
ney and moves through her experiences as a teen living in Hong 
Kong and her family’s move to New York City, where, at age 20, 
she landed a job at the United Nations. Working as a Secretariat 
typist for the next 10 years, she gathered critical insights into 
the organization, which she would use in her later nonfiction 
work. Throughout these early years, Hazzard also had a series of 
love affairs, adding further grist for her fiction. Olubas describes 
Hazzard’s journey as a process of self-invention, noting how 

“she embarked early on a project of self-cultivation and self-
creation through extensive and passionate reading. Through-
out her adult life she mixed in elevated cultural circles, seeking 
out people to admire and learn from.” One of those people was 
Francis Steegmuller, with whom she shared a long, satisfying 
marriage. They traveled extensively and kept homes in New 
York and Capri, and though her reputation within the literary 
community was well established, upon her marriage, that influ-
ential circle expanded further. Olubas provides numerous anec-
dotes about their encounters with many of the leading literary 
figures of their time, including Graham Greene, W.H. Auden, 

Muriel Spark, and Saul Bellow. Throughout, Olubas offers a dis-
cerning, cleareyed perspective of Hazzard’s complex character 
and a persuasive appraisal of what distinguishes her work.

An absorbing, well-crafted profile of a supremely gifted 
writer.

THE PRIMACY OF DOUBT
From Quantum Physics to 
Climate Change, How the 
Science of Uncertainty Can 
Help Us Understand Our 
Chaotic World
Palmer, Tim
Basic Books (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-5416-1970-8  

An exploration of the amorphous con-
cept of uncertainty, “an essential part of the human condition.”

Uncertainty is another name for chaos, a fascinating concept 
largely unknown until the 1950s. Palmer, a professor of physics 
at Oxford, works hard to explain it to lay readers. He begins 
with Newton’s law of gravity, which can predict the Earth-sun 
orbit precisely into the distant future but only works with two 
gravitating bodies. After three centuries of searching for a for-
mula to predict the positions of three or more, French physi-
cist Henri Poincare proved that “no formula exists.” Planetary 
orbits are “chaotic.” Like weather or stock prices, “the system 
appears reasonably predictable until, out of the blue, it behaves 
unpredictably”—which means that it’s not impossible that the 
Earth will one day wander out of its orbit. One of Palmer’s main 
characters is meteorologist and mathematician Edward Lorenz 
(1917-2008). Before Lorenz, scientists believed that if you had 
enough accurate information about current conditions (tem-
perature, wind speed, humidity), you could feed the details into 
a powerful computer and predict weather far into the future. 
Lorenz proved that this was impossible; tiny changes in initial 
conditions can blow up into huge errors. Chaos theory doesn’t 
make prediction impossible, only erratic over the short term. 
Weather forecasts have grown more accurate, but they’re now 
expressed in percentages. Palmer believes that embracing 
uncertainty might explain phenomena considered hopelessly 
complex, and he illustrates his points with densely argued chap-
ters on financial crashes, war, climate change, pandemics, and 
brain function. The author is a fluid writer, but the sections 
on complicated areas such as fractal geometry and quantum 
uncertainty may overwhelm readers unfamiliar with college 
physics and calculus. They should prepare by reading James 
Gleick’s Chaos, still in print after 35 years—and which Palmer 
calls “masterful.”

Read Gleick first and then turn to this informative, inge-
nious book.
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THE ISLAND OF 
EXTRAORDINARY CAPTIVES
A Painter, a Poet, an 
Heiress, and a Spy in a 
World War II British 
Internment Camp
Parkin, Simon
Scribner (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-982178-52-9  

A World War II tale about how panic, 
fear, and xenophobia led to a drastic governmental policy in the 
U.K.

Drawing on copious unpublished and archival material, 
British journalist Parkin has produced a richly detailed history 
of the internment of thousands of men and women because of 
their German or Austrian ancestry. Many had fled to England as 
refugees from Nazi Germany, and the vast majority were Jew-
ish. Though they had become productive, upstanding members 
of their communities, “jingoism and hatred,” stoked by the 
media, became justification for the new policy. “Instead of tak-
ing an enlightened lead,” writes the author, “the government 
now used public opinion as justification for strict measures.” 
Parkin focuses on Hutchinson, on the Isle of Man, which 
housed some 2,000 men from the time it opened in July 1940 
and whose inmates included artists, musicians, fashion design-
ers, architects, academics, and writers. “It was as if a tsunami 
had deposited a crowd of Europe’s prominent men onto this 
obscure patch of grass in the middle of the Irish Sea,” writes the 
author. Officials ran the camp as humanely as possible, and the 
inmates worked to make it a community. They gave theater and 
music performances, set up cafes, started a newspaper, and con-
ducted classes, especially for the younger men whose schooling 
had been disrupted. Among those younger men was Peter Fleis-
chmann, whose story exemplifies the inconsistencies—indeed, 
the absurdity—of the policy of internment. An orphan who 
had come to the U.K. on the Kindertransport, he was at first 
seen as no threat to national security. Nevertheless, he was later 
arrested, and six weeks after the camp opened, he arrived at 
Hutchinson. His experiences there changed the course of his 
future. Parkin also chronicles the policy shift that eventually 
freed about half of the internees by the spring of 1941. “Histori-
cal ignorance and bedrock xenophobia” led to a “panic measure” 
that, Parkin warns, reverberates in contemporary treatment of 
asylum seekers.

A vivid recounting of a shameful event that still resonates.

DIARY OF A MISFIT 
A Memoir and a 
Mystery
Parks, Casey
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-0-525-65853-5  

A remarkable story of lives spent hid-
ing—sometimes in plain sight—in the 
shadow of bigotry and fear.

In a tale with depths as murky as a 
bayou’s, Parks, a reporter on gender issues for the Washington 
Post, pursues a lead dropped long ago. As her mother lamented 
that her daughter’s sexuality would get her kicked out of church 
in small-town Louisiana, her grandmother quietly remarked, “I 
grew up across the street from a woman who lived as a man.” 
The two cases weren’t quite analogous, but Parks runs with the 
clue “because I believed,” she recounts, “that a good Southern 
tale might turn my work life around.” It may have done, but it 
took years for Parks to chase down the story of the girl who, it 
seems, had been kidnapped as a child and raised as a man called 
Roy, a story detailed in Roy’s multivolume diary. Some towns-
folk attributed the puzzling question of Roy’s gender to acci-
dent, some to abuse, some to a poverty that led to her being 

“too poor to wear dresses,” some to divine accident. Even a more 
or less sympathetic acquaintance would venture only that Roy 
was a “morphodite,” which is to say, “Half man, half woman.” 
Even Roy’s tombstone, recording both male and female names, 
wasn’t clear on the matter. As for the diary, which Parks even-
tually found, Roy ponders, among other things, the idea that 
the body is just a temporary shell. The author sharply recounts 
the rampant pain, confusion, and prejudice but also effort on 
the parts of some of those small-town folk to find room for Roy 
and others who didn’t quite fit in. Along the way, Parks uncov-
ers Southern gothic–worthy secrets on the parts of her family 
and their community. Instead of finding longed-for definitive 
answers, she concludes, “I understand now that most of what 
haunted me before might haunt me forever.”

Journalism becomes literature in this memorable medita-
tion on identity, belonging, and the urge to find understanding.

INDIVISIBLE 
Daniel Webster and 
the Birth of American 
Nationalism
Paul, Joel Richard
Riverhead (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-593-18904-7  

A majestic history of “the develop-
ment of American nationalism from the 
War of 1812 to 1852.”

Though Daniel Webster (1782-1852) is mentioned in the 
subtitle, this book is about far more than one man’s influence, 

“An ambitious work that wonderfully delineates 
the forma tive years of the nation’s character.” 

indivisible 



significant as it was. In his latest examination of a specific period 
of American history, constitutional and international law pro-
fessor Paul, author of Without Precedent and Unlikely Allies, fash-
ions an impressively multilayered narrative. Focusing on a series 
of crucial figures and historical moments in the first half of the 
19th century—e.g., the War of 1812; the Monroe Doctrine and 
Transcontinental Treaty, through which Secretary of State John 
Quincy Adams “had committed the United States to becoming 
a hegemon”; and the rise of Andrew Jackson’s “toxic populism”—
the author shows how American citizens began to gain a sense 
of common community and purpose, as opposed to identify-
ing with a particular region. As a lawyer and senator, Webster 
made an early impression as “a leading opponent of slavery and 
the voice of New England.” During the Jackson administration, 
he helped to lead the charge against Jackson’s “mean-spirited 
campaign[s] against civil servants, bankers, foreigners, and 
Native Americans.” Webster opposed the annexation of Texas 
as a needless provocation of war with Mexico and the exten-
sion of slavery into new territory. However, he also defended 
the property of slave owners in the case of the slave uprising 
aboard the Creole in 1841. That incident, coupled with his later 
defense of the Fugitive Slave Act, tainted his glorious reputation. 
Indeed, in the years to come, many believed that Webster sold 
his soul for Southern votes in his quest for the presidency. Fol-
lowing the biographical thread of “one of the most influential 
statesmen of the antebellum period,” Paul delivers important 
historical context along the way, showing how “while the Union 
was falling apart, our American identity was taking shape.”

An ambitious work that wonderfully delineates the forma-
tive years of the nation’s character.

CLEOPATRA
Her History, Her Myth
Prose, Francine
Yale Univ. (216 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-300-25667-3  

A fresh look at the famed Egyptian 
queen.

In a succinct biography, part of Yale’s 
Ancient Lives series, Prose examines 
how Cleopatra (69 B.C.E.-30 B.C.E.) has 

been represented for over 2,000 years in myths, legends, literary 
works, histories, paintings, and films. Many chroniclers, Prose 
notes, believed she was a liar; some were apologists for Roman 
imperial expansion; others refused to allow that a woman could 
be a leader. The most prevalent image of Cleopatra has been 
that of a “witchy, seductive Egyptian,” notable for her love 
affairs with Julius Caesar and Marc Antony rather than for her 
considerable prowess as a “city planner, military strategist, dip-
lomat, linguist,” and leader. A Macedonian Greek, daughter of 
Ptolemy XII, by the age of 18, Cleopatra ruled Egypt along 
with her 10-year-old brother—and husband—Ptolemy XIII. 
The time was rife with “strangling, poisoning, and dismember-
ing,” even among family members. The shared leadership of 

Cleopatra and Ptolemy incited a bloody civil war, ending with 
Ptolemy’s murder, after which Cleopatra married Ptolemy XIV; 
the marriage was short-lived—Ptolemy died in 44 B.C.E. Prose 
mines classical sources, including Plutarch’s chronicles, to trace 
the course of Cleopatra’s affair with Caesar, which resulted in 
the birth of a son; and with Antony, with whom she had twins 
and another son. As for her suicide, it is unlikely, Prose argues, 
that she could have smuggled an asp into her quarters and just 
as unlikely that its venom could have killed her instantly. The 
author also explores Cleopatra’s afterlife in literature. Dante 
and Boccaccio damned her as a “libertine and a seductress,” and 
Shakespeare saw her as Antony’s “serious mistake.” In mov-
ies, Theda Bara, Claudette Colbert, Vivien Leigh, and Eliza-
beth Taylor all underscored the lascivious seductiveness of the 
doomed queen. In contrast, Prose imagines her as a wily strate-
gist determined, above all, to protect her children.

A thoughtful, sympathetic portrait of a legendary histori-
cal figure.

ART IS LIFE
Icons & Iconoclasts, 
Visionaries & Vigilantes, & 
Flashes of Hope in the Night
Saltz, Jerry
Riverhead (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-08649-0  

How artists respond to and influence 
our world.

In this follow-up to How To Be an Art-
ist, Saltz, senior art critic for New York magazine, celebrates the 
works of several dozen artists, most of whose careers fall within 
the last half-century. The author also offers extended reflec-
tions on the commercial dynamics of the art world and his own 
career as an artist and critic. The book, which includes many of 
his previously published writings from the late 1990s until the 
present, is divided into sections based on three recent water-
shed moments in American history—9/11 and the elections of 
Barack Obama and Donald Trump—and their intersections 
with the art world. Saltz consistently frames his consideration 
of particular artists in relation to these events or the broader 
political climate they helped form, and he makes a persuasive 
case that we might profitably interpret contemporary history 
through—and find profound consolation and spiritual guidance 
in—the creations of gifted visual artists. Among the artists the 
author champions are prominent figures such as Jeff Koons, 
Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, and Willem de Kooning 
as well as lesser-known ones such as David Wojnarowicz, Lau-
rel Nakadate, Dana Schutz, Katherine Bernhardt, and Joseph 
E. Yoakum. Saltz is particularly attentive to those artists who 
are “revisiting and reinventing cultural norms enforced by five 
hundred years of colonialism,” and he provides trenchant com-
mentary on the racial and gender politics of the contempo-
rary art world. At his best, his discussions of individual works 
are informed, illuminating, and accessible, as in his lengthy 
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treatment of Théodore Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa and 
its enduring aesthetic power. Saltz also covers an assortment 
of related topics, including the politics of auction culture, the 
paintings of George W. Bush, the cave drawings at Niaux, and 
the evolving censorship practices of Facebook and Instagram.

A sweeping survey and fervent defense of the value of art 
in modern life.

BACK TO THE MOON
The Next Giant Leap for 
Humankind
Silk, Joseph
Princeton Univ. (288 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-691-21523-5  

An argument for why establishing a 
colony on the moon is a viable, necessary 
undertaking.

In this impassioned book, Silk, dis-
tinguished astrophysicist and cosmologist, makes a plea for 
governments, corporations, and the public to endorse and 
finance a new generation of space projects. The aim would be 
to establish permanent bases on the moon for resource devel-
opment, tourism, and advanced astronomical research. Silk 
insists that the required technology is largely available, and 
there is even a workable legal framework that has been quietly 
drawn up over the past few decades. He points to statements 
from NASA about plans to build a habitable space station to 
coordinate lunar development, and he cites plans for lunar vil-
lages from European and Chinese space agencies. As the author 
points out, the moon holds important minerals that are running 
out on Earth, and he suggests that solar energy could be effi-
ciently captured and sent to Earth via microwave links. One of 
Silk’s primary objectives is the development of new telescopes, 
mainly sited on the dark side of the moon, to conduct further 
explorations. This is all undeniably fascinating information, but 
much of it has a science-fiction quality. Even Silk acknowledges 
that in the past 40 years, there have been many promises about 
new manned flights to the moon, but none of them have come 
to fruition—although there has been a trickle of robotic explo-
rations. Occasionally, Silk’s enthusiasm for science for its own 
sake gets in the way of his argument, particularly in his exami-
nations of various astronomical phenomena that seem to have 
little to do with the moon. Given the staggering cost of build-
ing a moon colony, he might have done better to emphasize the 
resource side while devoting less time to discussing new toys for 
cosmologists.

Silk puts forward intriguing ideas but fails to make a per-
suasive case.

A POISON LIKE NO OTHER
How Microplastics Corrupted 
Our Planet and Our Bodies
Simon, Matt
Island Press (224 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 27, 2022
978-1-64283-235-8  

A science journalist for Wired issues 
an urgent call to action aimed at curbing 
the introduction of microplastics into 
the environment.

As Simon explains, microplastics are pieces of plastic 
smaller than 5 mm, approximately the size of a pencil eraser, and 
they can be found everywhere, from the depths of the oceans to 
the highest mountaintop. From our first sip of to-go coffee in 
the morning to our drive home from work in the evening, we 
are continually dumping microplastics into the environment 
and, ultimately, into our bodies. Microplastics can contain up 
to 10,000 different chemicals, and many of these chemicals 
can pose potential health risks. According to one study, pre-
paring baby formula in plastic bottles disinfected with steam 
can expose “an infant to an additional 660,000 microplastics 
by the time they’re a year old.” When plastics break down in 
the environment, the pieces get smaller and smaller but never 
truly disappear. Scientists are in the early stages of exploring 
this issue, so the full extent of the problem is not yet known. 
However, according to the studies Simon presents, ingredients 
in plastics have been linked to various illnesses and conditions, 
including depression, sexual dysfunction, and cancer, among 
others. Further, Simon contends, plastic pollution is an often 
overlooked contributor to climate change. Throughout the 
book, the author presents evidence obtained from his travels 
with research scientists studying the negative effects of micro-
plastics. The evidence is clear: The oceans are growing more 
infested with microplastics, and they have become a fundamen-
tal component of the air we breathe. Microplastics also show up 
at all points in the food chain, and humans “are at the very end 
of that chain.” Even though “all the pieces of plastic great and 
small are out there for good,” writes the author, “we can at least 
turn down the tap.” 

A convincing treatment of a subject that will remain rel-
evant for years to come.

NO LIMITS
The Inside Story of China’s 
War With the West
Small, Andrew
Melville House  (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-68589-019-3  

A longtime China watcher takes a 
close look at the country’s ambitions, 
attitudes, and ruthless diplomatic and 
economic methods.

“A convincing treatment of a subject that will 
remain rel evant for years to come.” 

a poison like no other



When China joined the World Trade Organization in 
2001, many policymakers believed the nation would become 
an honest trading partner and responsible global citizen. Now, 
however, the Chinese government is viewed as secretive, bel-
ligerent, and wildly ambitious. Whereas most of the world 
treats globalization as a framework for trade and growth, China 
apparently sees it as the basis for a hierarchy with itself as the 
dominant force. How, asks Small, who has worked for a range 
of policy think tanks, did this transition happen? He follows a 
number of connected themes, although he sees a major trigger 
in the attempts of the Beijing-backed firm Huawei to estab-
lish 5G infrastructure around the world, using it as a means of 
control. Australia was the first country to reject Huawei, and 
others followed. China responded with insults and threats of 
retaliation, which cemented its reputation as a bully. European 
governments had also become aware that China was buying up 
critical infrastructure assets and companies in other countries. 
Another issue was China’s complete rejection of any responsibil-
ity for the Covid-19 pandemic despite mounting evidence that 
it had started there. “As the Chinese government’s growing self-
confidence has bled into hubris, and as the polished, pragmatic 
heirs of Zhou Enlai have made way for diplomatic thugs,” writes 
Small, “the clarity of the challenge posed by China has sharp-
ened.” Though China has bought a few allies with financial aid, 
notes the author, there is no underlying trust. Meanwhile, anti-
China coalitions are building. Beijing’s methods have created 
the very situation it feared: everyone against it. Some of the 
ground in the book has already been covered, but Small does 
a good job tying the threads together and providing historical 
context, making for a comprehensive, if worrying, text.

Small ably traces how China went from partner to rival to 
threat and maps out the challenges that it now poses for the 
West.

PORTABLE MAGIC
A History of Books and Their 
Readers
Smith, Emma
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-524-74909-5  

A critical look at trends in printing 
and book production as they relate to 
world history.

Smith, a professor of Shakespeare 
studies at Oxford and author of This Is Shakespeare, begins by 
examining various motivations for the mass distribution of 
books. These have ranged from the nefarious desires of Euro-
pean powers to further their imperialist, colonial agendas and 
disseminate propaganda to the radical desires of abolitionist 
societies to spread anti-slavery messages to women—and raise 
money for abolitionist causes—through the distribution of 
abolitionist texts disguised as the predecessors of Christmas-
themed women’s literature. The development of the paperback, 
writes Smith, was directly related to the free distribution of 

Armed Services Editions to Americans serving abroad in the 
years during and after World War II. These cheaply stapled but 
durable books popularized such titles as The Great Gatsby, which, 
though now iconic, was not widely read before its inclusion in 
the Armed Services collection. This initiative led to printing 
methods that assured the affordability of texts like Silent Spring, 
and that book’s widespread distribution helped spur the mod-
ern environmental movement. Smith also overturns common 
myths about literary history, most notably the idea that Guten-
berg created the first printing press. “Chinese and Korean pio-
neers of print predated Gutenberg by centuries,” writes the 
author, “and the relatively low cost of bamboo-fiber paper in 
East Asia meant that early print was a less elite technology in 
these regions. Chinese print technology developed movable 
type.” The author’s trenchant analysis, attention to detail, and 
conversational tone combine to make a page-turning historical 
study. At times, though, the rapid narrative pace becomes frus-
trating, as the author skips rapidly through trends—e.g., abo-
litionist book sales—that warrant more space. Nonetheless, 
Smith’s work is a delight for bibliophiles, historians, and curious 
readers craving an unconventional piece of nonfiction. 

A fascinating material history of the book told through a 
geopolitical lens.

BAD JEWS
A History of American Jewish 
Politics and Identities
Tamkin, Emily
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-0-06-307401-9  

An examination of the “debate over 
who gets to speak for American Jews and 
who gets to claim American Jewishness.”

Journalist Tamkin, author of The Influ-
ence of Soros, explores a wide variety of questions about the Jewish 
faith and identity and the murky concept of so-called “good” and 

“bad” Jews. Is the distinction tied to Zionism and Israel? Should 
Jews be defined by religious or political ties, or perhaps even 
racial or ethnic? Do the Ashkenazi Jews have a more “authentic” 
Jewish experience than Sephardic Jews, who first came to Amer-
ica in the 17th century? Do good Jews vote for progressive Demo-
crats or vehemently pro-Israel conservatives? “I would argue that 
the fact that we are in a time of change and conflict and challenge 
has thrown many American Jews off-balance,” writes the author. 

“Things are not as they were. But that, in turn, means there is 
an opportunity to think about what things could be.” Tamkin 
begins her “roughly hundred-year history of Jewish American 
politics, culture, identities, and arguments” with the massive 
Jewish immigration to America in the 1920s, after which Jews 
started to assimilate into the mainstream. The author explores 
a variety of stereotypes about Jewishness and immigration, and 
she interweaves her own relatives’ history into the national story. 
When Joseph McCarthy was wreaking havoc across the nation, 
Jews were targeted disproportionately, especially in Hollywood. 
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Tamkin then moves through the civil rights era; the rise of the 
neoconservative movement, epitomized by Commentary maga-
zine and its outspoken editor, Norman Podheretz; and the wild 
financial excesses of the 1980s, represented by Michael Milken 
and Bernie Madoff, among others, who played into antisemitic 
stereotypes. Though not a rigorous, scholarly treatment of the 
subject, the book ably reflects the author’s experience as a skilled 
journalist and storyteller.

An engaging gathering of voices demonstrate “the one 
truth of American Jewish identity: it can never be pinned 
down.”

RE-SISTERS
The Lives and Recordings of 
Delia Derbyshire, Margery 
Kempe & Cosey Fanni Tutti
Tutti, Cosey Fanni
Faber & Faber (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-571-36218-9  

A fascinating exploration of three 
relentless women and their pursuit of 
creative independence.

In this skillful blend of memoir and biography, Tutti (b. 1951), 
who co-founded “a new genre of industrial music as part of the 
band Throbbing Gristle,” weaves her personal experiences into 
those of two radical women: electronic musician Delia Der-
byshire (1937-2001) and medieval mystic Margery Kempe (c. 
1373-1438). In 2018, the author was simultaneously working on a 
film adaptation of her acclaimed memoir Art Sex Music, creating 
the soundtrack for a Derbyshire biopic, and reading Kempe’s 
journals. These simultaneous projects led the author to numer-
ous intriguing connections. Derbyshire, best known for her 
work on the Doctor Who theme song, lived a life unavailable to 
most women in the 1950s, working as an electronic composer 
and creative visionary at the BBC’s Radiophonic Workshop. 
There, she faced frequent strife with her male managers, who 
felt her music was “too lascivious” and “too sophisticated.” 
Kempe faced similar challenges by living outside expected 
female roles and enduring “the hypocrisy she witnessed among 
the clergy, who could take the moral high ground but bend the 
word of God to suit their carnal or political needs.” Tutti, as 
well, has always pushed the envelope of what it means to break 
boundaries, whether through music, art, or performance. In 
this illuminating portrait, the author brings into focus “a trin-
ity of the sacred and profane, sinners and saints of a kind.” The 
compelling stories of these three women are compulsively read-
able, but it is the connections between them that make the 
book shine. Deftly, the author travels between eras to bring us 
a surprisingly universal story that showcases what it means to 
be a unique and often transgressive woman living outside of cul-
tural norms. At the intersection of these three lives, we find an 
abundance of female fortitude and irrepressible spirit.

A brilliantly rendered symphony of overlapping stories 
that connects radical women across time.

BEYOND MEASURE
The Hidden History of 
Measurement From Cubits to 
Quantum Constants
Vincent, James
Norton (416 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-324-03585-5  

A survey of the history of measure-
ment and how it has shaped human 
progress.

As journalist Vincent points out, measurement is so ubiqui-
tous that we often don’t even think about it. His journey to the 
core of the science of creating accurate measurements—known 
as metrology—is punctuated with odd yet fascinating stops—
e.g., Egypt, where, for centuries, people have measured “the 
bounty of the Nile, a liquid treasure metered out each year in 
floodwater and fertility”; the Swedish museum that houses the 
first Celsius thermometer; and a French vault that holds “the 
kilogram: what it weighs, every kilogram in the world weighs, 
no more and no less.” The author leads us leisurely through the 
history of measurement, beginning with the Babylonians, who 
first saw the usefulness of standardization, and progressing to 
the Romans, who developed metrics crucial for construction. 
Standardization was also a tool for control, especially via taxes. 
Gradually, measurement pushed societies away from faith and 
aristocracies and toward rationality and commerce. The metric 
system was a product of the French Revolution, replacing arbi-
trary measures like “the king’s foot,” and Napoleon was instru-
mental in spreading it. Most countries have since adopted the 
metric system, although it has not always been welcome. In the 
U.S., attempts to metricize measurement have been somewhat 
half-hearted, and the result is a uniquely mixed system. How-
ever, as Vincent shows, in the digital age, the desire to mea-
sure things and compile statistics has never been stronger. He 
discusses the Quantified Self movement, “a loose affiliation of 
individuals whose pursuit of ‘self-knowledge through numbers’ 
shows how far we have internalized the logic of measurement.” 
Vincent takes this no more seriously than he should and points 
out that standard measurements “are as much the product of 
accident and happenstance as careful deliberation.” He finds 
this comforting, an essential aspect of human creativity and the 
magic of the world.

An engaging book written with intelligence, self-aware-
ness, and wit.

“An engaging book written with intelligence, 
self-aware ness, and wit.” 

beyond measure
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STILL BROKE
Walmart’s Remarkable 
Transformation and 
the Limits of Socially 
Conscious Capitalism
Wartzman, Rick
PublicAffairs (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-5417-5799-8  

A detailed examination of the retail 
behemoth.

By the early 2000s, Walmart was often cited as the worst 
example of “a race-to-the-bottom brand of capitalism,” elimi-
nating competition and chronically underpaying its huge work-
force. Then, starting in 2015, Walmart implemented a series of 
measures, from pay increases to expanded opportunities for its 
employees, that prompted even skeptics to rethink the com-
pany’s image as a bastion of unfettered corporate evil. Wartz-
man, most recently the author of The End of Loyalty: The Rise 
and Fall of Good Jobs in America (2017) and a longtime critic of 
Walmart, wanted to explore the company’s complex journey 
and image. When Sam Walton opened the first Walmart in 
Arkansas in 1962, he emphasized low prices, quality products, 
and serving rural areas; the company went public in 1970 and 
went on to become one of the nation’s biggest retailers. Walton 
engendered employee loyalty through profit sharing and stock 
options, but he also intentionally kept wages low and vehe-
mently opposed efforts to organize labor. After he died in 1992, 
both outsiders and employees felt the company abandoned any 
dedication to taking care of its employees in favor of solely cut-
ting costs. Over time, the company improved efforts to be sus-
tainable, was rightfully praised for its efforts during Hurricane 
Katrina, and expanded worker training; yet “where it had the 
most direct control—deciding how much to pay its workers—it 
hadn’t moved an inch.” In 2016, Walmart finally raised its mini-
mum hourly wage to $10 after decades of pressure from labor 
efforts. Even with the increase, writes the author, “the average 
full-time employee at the company was still going to be mak-
ing less than $26,000 a year.” Wartzman’s investigation of the 
company in all its complexity is thoroughly researched, and he 
deftly and meaningfully connects the issue of chronically low 
wages at Walmart to a larger undervaluation of the labor of mil-
lions of Americans.

A well-written account of a corporate American jugger-
naut and its implications for society as a whole.

THE SCHEME
How the Right Wing Used 
Dark Money To Capture the 
Supreme Court
Whitehouse, Sheldon with Jennifer Mueller
The New Press (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-62097-738-5  

A damning investigation of dark 
money by a senior member of the Senate 
Judiciary Committee.

The scheme of Sen. Whitehouse’s title concerns “regulatory 
capture,” in which a business infiltrates a government agency to 
undo any efforts to make that business obey the law. “A classic 
response by regulated entities has been to try to ‘capture’ the 
agency meant to be overseeing them,” he writes, and the prac-
tice has now been extended to wholesale “agency capture.” In 
this scheme, the federal court system is an object of capture, 
which is why it should come as no surprise that wealthy busi-
nesses and individuals spent millions of dollars to ensure that 
Donald Trump’s three Supreme Court appointees made it to 
the bench. The Founding Fathers, Whitehouse writes, “did not 
intend courts as an anti-majoritarian back door for billionaire 
anti-government donors frustrated that the public hates their 
ideology”—but that’s exactly where we are. The author traces 
the origins of this capture movement to Robert Bork’s unsuc-
cessful Supreme Court bid during the Reagan administration, 
when conservatives devoted their energies to placing like-
minded judges throughout the federal judiciary. One strong 
instrument of capture came with the Citizens United decision, 
which declared that corporations had individual rights; one 
strong instrument to curtail this capture, which Whitehouse 
has championed, would require disclosure of any campaign 
contribution of more than $10,000. “No surprise,” he writes, 

“Republican Senators have blocked it from becoming law.” Yet 
another instrument of capture is the appointment of individu-
als to legal positions even though the legal community at large 
has rated them to be unqualified, without—as in the case of 
Brett Kavanaugh—minimal due diligence. We don’t know all 
there is to know about the scheme, Whitehouse concludes in 
this closely reasoned argument, adding, “I expect history will 
dig out those sordid details.”

A maddening indictment of a corrupt and corrupted 
judiciary.
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SCENES FROM MY LIFE
Williams, Michael K. with Jon Sternfeld
Crown (288 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Aug. 23, 2022
978-0-593-24037-3  

The late TV star’s memoir of life in 
Brooklyn, Baltimore, and the depths of 
addiction.

Williams (1966-2021), who died from 
a drug overdose, was best known for play-
ing Omar Little, the scar-faced antihero of 

The Wire, one of the most memorable TV characters of the past 
few decades. Omar, he writes, was informed by his upbringing in 
Brooklyn’s projects and his own experience as an addict and gay 
Black man. Much of this memoir hits all the more poignantly 
with his death: He repeatedly notes how a recovering addict is 
only “one choice away” from falling off the wagon. Despite his 
tough exterior, Williams describes his early life as defined by vul-
nerability. He was the product of a broken home, often shy, and 
insecure about his sexuality. New York’s club scene and an early 
career dancing in music videos gave him an escape hatch and a 
career path but also introduced him to a yearslong, off-and-on 
struggle with cocaine and crack addiction. He recalls coming 
off a three-day bender when he first met Barack Obama, a fan of 
The Wire, and his fame as Omar was psychically brutalizing: “I 
meditate on painful things all day long for a scene and when it’s 
over, it’s little wonder I’m tempted to go off and smoke crack.” 
The prose is rarely more than workmanlike—co-author Stern-
feld says the book was near completion when Williams died—
but he projects an engaging humility and candor throughout. 
Those qualities are especially stark in the final pages, as Wil-
liams relates his growing awareness of politics, social justice, 
and the school-to-prison pipeline that undermines the lives of 
young Black boys. The author describes himself as having got-
ten closer to reconciling his art with his activism and conquer-
ing his demons, which makes his loss feel especially tragic.

A bittersweet memento of a generational talent gone too 
soon.

OUTSMART YOUR 
BRAIN 
Why Learning Is Hard 
and How You Can Make It 
Easy
Willingham, Daniel T.
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 24, 2023
978-1-982167-17-2  

A cognitive scientist tackles learning.
In this “user’s guide to your brain,” psychology professor 

Willingham aims to show readers how to “fully exploit its learn-
ing potential.” He begins by addressing the three “tasks” that 
make up the bulk of education—listening, reading, and taking 

tests—and suggests ways students can perform each one more 
effectively. The author’s advice ranges from the big picture (dur-
ing a lecture, listen for verbal cues that denote the hierarchical 
organization of material) to the granular (sit in the front row of 
a classroom, since “there is less chance that someone in front of 
you will do something distracting”). He provides an illuminat-
ing comparison between taking notes longhand versus on a lap-
top, explaining how the brain processes information differently 
according to which media is involved. The book is similarly 
comprehensive about test-taking, moving from the common 
sense (read each question carefully) to the less obvious (to 
reduce pre-test anxiety, students should reduce their consump-
tion of caffeinated drinks). Throughout, Willingham master-
fully synthesizes the relevant research for practical application. 
For example, he cites studies showing that people “remember a 
little more each time they attempt to remember,” particularly 
if they leave a few minutes between each attempt. So, if an 
answer eludes you on a test, try again in five minutes, returning 
to the question at intervals until your time is up. Willingham 
lays out his recommendations in admirably clear prose with a 
logical structure, and he includes numbered “tips,” with essen-
tial points rendered in bold. Each chapter ends with an equiva-
lent set of tips for teachers. The author also addresses a more 
personal obstacle to learning: students who, perhaps because of 
family background, don’t feel like they truly belong in school. 
On this subject, the author is both eloquent and encouraging.

Highly informative and inspiring: a must-read for stu-
dents of any age.

THE TAO OF ALIBABA
Inside the Chinese Digital 
Giant That Is Changing 
the World
Wong, Brian A.
PublicAffairs (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5417-0165-6  

A key Alibaba executive looks at the 
culture that has underpinned the com-
pany’s growth—and what it means for 

the world.
Wong has held a number of senior positions at Alibaba, 

including as founder Jack Ma’s special assistant for interna-
tional affairs. Because he joined the company in its early days 
(he was the 52nd employee and first American), he is well posi-
tioned to track the company’s development and explain the cul-
ture expansion. The book has the feel of an official corporate 
history, and anyone who is looking for critical analysis or an 
account of Alibaba’s ethically dubious cooperation with China’s 
authoritarian rulers will not find it here. That said, Wong has 
plenty to discuss. His initial emphasis is on the company’s pri-
orities: customers first, employees second, shareholders third. 
This might sound like anathema to American businesses but it 
has worked well, and shareholders have received good returns. 
Wong points out that 20 years ago China had thousands of 
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dynamic small companies which had no way to reach customers. 
Alibaba provided the portal to link sellers and buyers in a digital 
mall. Unlike Amazon, it did not have to carry huge inventory 
loads, but the key problem was payment. Credit cards were rare 
in China, so the answer was to jump to cellphones as primary 
payment mechanisms. Alibaba overcame the trust issue with 
its own payment arm, Alipay. Wong emphasizes that Alibaba 
has eschewed detailed planning in favor of responding to prob-
lems as they arise. Ma, when he was CEO, had an eye for good 
tech people although he also recruited people who showed 
capacities for innovation and customer relations rather than 
programming skills. The company gives division, branch, and 
team leaders wide discretion in decisions, which was especially 
valuable when Alibaba started global expansion and had to learn 
new cultural environments. The book might have been given 
more depth by a considered examination of some of the com-
pany’s failures but nevertheless The Tao of Alibaba presents a dif-
ferent way of looking at business as well as telling the story of a 
company that has become a key part of the world economy.

A well-organized, well-written account of how Alibaba 
grew from a tiny startup to a corporate giant.

REQUIEM FOR 
THE MASSACRE 
A Black History on the 
Conflict, Hope, and Fallout of 
the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre
Young, RJ
Counterpoint (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-64009-502-1  

A unique synthesis of memoir and a 
history of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre.

Tulsa native Young, a FOX Sports analyst, offers an ambi-
tious, forceful continuance of his debut memoir, Let It Bang, 
focused on his development as a consciously Black writer while 
dogged by the massacre’s uneasy centennial. The author opens 
with the horrific flashpoint, in which an ambiguous encounter 
between a Black boy and a White girl spiraled into an attempted 
lynching followed by the coordinated destruction of the Green-
wood district, the so-called Black Wall Street, by the National 
Guard and White citizens. Decades of denial suggested pre-
meditation motivated by envy over the accomplishments of 
the Greenwood community. “White folks decided they’d had 
enough of the luminous district many saw as a leprosy,” writes 
Young, “and they aimed to kill it.” In addition to recounting the 
history, Young interweaves a jaundiced, potent examination 
of his own upbringing. He rebelled gradually against his con-
servative churchgoing parents as he endured a casually menac-
ing racism that reflected the legacy of the massacre. Yet while 
enduring poverty, depression, and a failed marriage in his 20s, 
he found improbable salvation in Oklahoma’s athletic tradi-
tion, breaking through as a sportswriter and radio personality. 
In the final chapters, Young highlights his emotional disbelief 
over the tone-deaf centennial celebration. “No one outside of 

this place much cares what happens to it,” he writes, “only what 
had once happened to it when white Tulsans murdered Black 
Tulsans.” The author also reflects thoughtfully on thorny sub-
topics ranging from interracial relationships to Donald Trump’s 
grotesque return to the rally stage, in Tulsa, at the height of the 
pandemic. The swerve toward the personal is occasionally jar-
ring, but the author’s prose is consistently acute and his societal 
analysis, astute. “To be a Black American,” he writes, “is to want 
some of what white folks have and to hate yourself for wanting 
it all at once.”

An arresting account of Black ambition and endurance 
from an important new voice in narrative nonfiction.
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“An arresting account of Black ambition and endurance from 
an important new voice in narrative nonfiction.” 

requiem for the massacre
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star: LET’S ADD UP!
Allenby, Victoria
Illus. by Maggie Zeng
Pajama Press (24 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-77278-248-6 
Series: Big, Little Concepts, 4 

8 + 2 becomes more than just num-
bers in this invitation to think outside the worksheet.

Here, as she did for shapes and for sounds in her previous 
entries in the Big, Little Concepts series, Allenby turns arith-
metic into play—so objects in various groupings (5 drums plus 
5 tambourines, 6 pots plus 4 pans, 8 cars plus 2 trucks) add up to 
10. The further “addition” of as many children on the following 
spread also adds up to a concrete shared activity (5 drums plus 
5 tambourines also adds up to a band, 6 pots plus 4 pans also 
makes a feast, and 8 cars plus 2 trucks results in a fun race). The 
children are diverse in terms of skin tone, dress, and hairstyle; 
one child uses a wheelchair, and one wears a hearing aid—all 
participate equally. The author supplies caregivers with further 
enrichment activities designed to stretch counting and classifi-
cation skills at the end, and Zeng’s expressively posed children 
are having so much fun throughout that readers will jump at 
the chance to join in. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Teachers and parents can count on an enthusiastic 
response from younger audiences. (Math picture book. 3-5)

SWEET VALLEY TWINS
Best Friends
Andelfinger, Nicole
Illus. by Claudia Aguirre
Dev. by Francine Pascal
Colors by Sara Hagstrom & Andrea Bell
Random House Graphic (224 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $23.99 PLB
Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-37647-8
978-0-593-37646-1 paper
978-0-593-37648-5 PLB 
Series: Sweet Valley Twins, 1 

Sixth grade pulls twins in separate directions. 
Pascal’s original 1980s spinoff for younger readers of her 

Sweet Valley High series gets a graphic-novel makeover with 
some updates. The girls share a cellphone, carried by the more 
responsible Elizabeth. The blond, blue-eyed twins are White, 
but scenes at school and ballet class include racial diversity. 
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Elizabeth is more reluctant to let go of the girls’ habit of dress-
ing identically, while Jessica longs to be a star and to branch out 
socially. Broad, exaggerated expressions create a light, come-
dic vibe, and events move along briskly. Jessica, impulsive and 
extroverted, aspires to be one of the queen bees in the socially 
exclusive Unicorn Club (where the main activities are gossip 
and talking about boys). Elizabeth, kinder and more of a scholar, 
wants to start a newspaper, and her friendships seem healthier. 
The twins’ mother enrolls them both in ballet, and though it’s 
Jessica’s passion, Elizabeth seems to shine. Jessica attempts to 
get Elizabeth accepted into the Unicorns, but when she refuses 
to play a cruel practical joke on a classmate, Jessica assumes her 
identity, with a predictably unpleasant outcome. The sisters 
find that while they remain best friends, there are challenges 
in navigating their differences. The perennial appeal of twins—
the ready-made best friend relationship and the possibilities for 
fooling others—is a big draw here. Bright, expressive colors and 
emotive facial expressions enhance the text.

Easy and light as cotton candy. (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

WOLFISH
Andrews, Christiane M.
Little, Brown (416 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-316-49606-3  

A prophecy, a bad king, and a lost heir 
or two.

Alba, the Oracle-Apprentice, hates 
the bad news she’s always forced to 
deliver. Though she often lies to give her 
supplicants better prophecies than the 

foretelling demands, she isn’t always stronger than the magic. 
The newly crowned boy king (cognitively disabled, interested 
only in cooked cream, and at the mercy of manipulative, power-
hungry adults) is brought to Alba for an augury, and despite her 
kindest intent, the prophetic vapors speak a dread warning 
through her: “Murderous worm,” she calls him, declaring that 
he’ll be destroyed by his mother’s unborn child. Thus does the 
king become selfish and wicked, and thus are his mother’s twins 
vanished off into the wilderness, where they survive to bring 
about his inevitable downfall. One twin is a girl, Rae, raised 
by a kindly shepherd, while the other turns into a wolf and 
periodically growls “Rommm.” This retelling of the Romulus 
and Remus legend isn’t explicitly connected to the mythology 
despite some Roman trappings. In this slow moving, ellipsis-
laden, dreamy morality story, the goodness of Rae and Alba 
overcomes the selfish cruelty of the nameless king. Characters 
are light-skinned.

Overlong, with tranquilizing prose: a tough sell for a story 
about 12-year-olds. (Fantasy. 11-14)

THE FIRST NOTES 
The Story of Do, Re, Mi
Andrews, Julie & Emma Walton 
Hamilton
Illus. by Chiara Fedele
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-316-26590-4  

Actor Andrews and her daughter 
Walton Hamilton offer an account of the 11th-century monk 
who invented Solfège, which in turn became the modern sys-
tem of musical staff notation. 

Introducing Guido d’Arezzo as a small boy in Pomposa, 
Italy, the writers gracefully weave in details about his education 
in the monastery and the sounds that surrounded him. Finding 
it hard to memorize the hymns, he devised a notation system to 
make learning easier, using the six syllables that began the lines 
of a familiar hymn (“ut,” “re,” “mi,” “fa,” “sol,” “la”). Though his 
teachers dismissed his ideas, he drew on them when he trained 
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As a quiet, introverted kid, I was 
often told to speak up. It was a mes-
sage I got not only from educators, 
but also from kid lit. Some of my fa-
vorite characters—Mary Anne Spier 
from Ann M. Martin’s The Baby-Sit-
ters Club series, Beth Ellen Hansen 
from Louise Fitzhugh’s The Long Se-
cret (1965)—were quiet kids whose 
shyness was often greeted with exas-
peration by those around them. But 

what was wrong with being quiet? Nothing, I (and many 
others) slowly realized. In the last decade, attitudes toward 
introversion have begun to shift, due in part to books like 
Susan Cain’s Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That 
Can’t Stop Talking (2012). I’m heartened to see children’s lit-
erature following suit; several picture books published this 
year center on quiet kids who find fulfillment while staying 
true to themselves. These stories will serve as balms to chil-
dren and lessons to many adults: A quiet life can be a pro-
foundly satisfying one.

“Cat got your tongue?” 
“Emile, don’t be shy.” Adults of-
ten offer well-meaning advice to 
the tan-skinned protagonist of 
Andie Powers’ I Am Quiet: A Sto-
ry of the In trovert in All of Us (Bala 
Kids/Shambhala, April 12), but, 
as Emile informs readers, he’s 
not shy. He may be quiet, but he 
also has wild daydreams, spends 
time in nature, and interacts with others on his own terms. 
Teasing out the differences between introversion and shy-
ness, this narrative features an unapologetically bold first-
person narrative and winsome, childlike illustrations from 
Betsy Petersen that vividly depict Emile’s rich inner life.

Vera Ahiyya’s KINDergar-
ten: Where Kindness Matters Ev-
ery Day (Random House Studio, 
June 21) follows Leo, a brown-
skinned boy who frets when 
his new teacher sends a letter 
to students in anticipation of 
the first day of school, inviting 
them to share ways to be kind. 
Leo isn’t so sure about speak-

ing up in front of a new class. But, as he and readers learn, 
sometimes actions speak louder than words. Ahiyya’s gen-
tle story and Joey Chou’s soothing illustrations will reassure 

nervous youngsters that they, too, have plenty to contrib-
ute in their own ways.

Pauline David-Sax’s Everything 
in Its Place: A Story of Books and Be-
longing (Doubleday, July 19) follows 
Nicky, a Black child who takes ref-
uge from the overwhelming world 
of recess by shelving books for the 
school librarian but feels adrift 
when the library closes for a week. 
Nicky soon discovers, however, 
that community comes in many 
forms. Complemented by Char-
nelle Pinkney Barlow’s intimate 
collage art, David-Sax’s sensitively crafted verse charts the 
emotional trajectory of a child who learns to connect with-
out altering who they are.

Can an introvert be a party ani-
mal? The protagonist of Naseem 
Hrab’s How To Party Like a Snail 
(Owlkids Books, Sept. 15) retreats 
into his shell (literally) when things 
get too loud at parties, and soon 
the invitations stop coming. But 
with help from a supportive tree 
stump, Snail devises a way to party 
that suits both him and Stump—

one that involves donning jammies and listening to lulla-
bies. Hrab leans heavily on the humor in this delightful tale 
that encourages quiet children to find happiness on their 
own terms; Kelly Collier’s endearing cartoon illustrations 
are the perfect accompaniment.

In Jane Yolen’s Love Birds 
(Cameron Kids, Nov. 8), Jon, a 
light-skinned boy, keeps to him-
self until he befriends fellow 
introvert and bird-watcher Ja-
net, a Black girl; over the years, 
their rewarding friendship blos-
soms into romance. Anna Wil-
son’s textured images of chirping, 
flapping, tapping woodpeckers, 
crows, and cardinals make it clear 
that while Jon’s silence may frustrate his chatty mother, his 
world is a vibrant one.

Mahnaz Dar is a young readers’ editor.

PICTURE BOOKS  |  Mahnaz Dar

a quiet life
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the choir at the cathedral of Arezzo, and his methods proved 
so successful he was invited to Rome by the pope. The book 
concludes by explaining that Guido’s notes changed over time; 

“ut” became “do,” and the seventh note, “ti,” was added later. 
This leads smoothly into illustrated scenes of monastery life 
accompanied by the lyrics of the Rodgers and Hammerstein 
song made famous by Andrews’ performance in the film version 
of their musical The Sound of Music. Fedele’s playful art, done 
in watercolor, gouache, and colored pencil, expresses contrast-
ing moods beautifully and adds context. Extensive backmatter 
makes this useful for an even older audience. Even libraries 
still owning Susan Roth’s Do, Re, Mi (2007) will want this richer 
depiction. The characters present as White. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A charming collaboration that strikes just the right notes. 
(note about the song, glossary, details on Guido’s life in the 
abbey, information on the Guidonian Hand, historical note) 
(Informational picture book. 6-10)

ODDER
Applegate, Katherine
Illus. by Charles Santoso
Feiwel & Friends (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-1-250-14742-4  

A Monterey Bay sea otter comes of 
age. 

Odder’s mom told her to stay away 
from sharks, humans, and anything else 
she didn’t understand, but after saving 

her friend Kairi from a shark attack, she encounters all three. 
Injured herself during the rescue, Odder ends up recuperating 
at the Monterey Bay Aquarium, or Highwater as the otters call 
it, where she once lived as a young orphaned pup. Last time, the 
humans helped her reintegrate into the wild, but because of her 
injuries this time the outcome might be different. Soon Kairi 
is there too, stricken with “the shaking sickness” and having 
lost her newborn pup. Now Kairi is fostering a new pup, and 
soon one is introduced to an initially reluctant Odder in hopes 
that she will help raise it so it can return to the wild. The free 
verse effortlessly weaves in scientific information, giving Odder 
a voice without overly anthropomorphizing any of the animals. 
The natural appeal of sea otters will draw readers in, but the 
book doesn’t shy away from real-world threats such as preda-
tors, disease, and pollution. Loosely based on the stories of real 
sea otters rehabilitated at the Monterey Bay Aquarium, this 
novel will give readers lots to talk about, but uneven pacing and 
a rushed ending may leave some unsatisfied. Charming black-
and-white spot art captures the world and life of the sea.

Rich, naturalistic details will delight lovers of marine life. 
(glossary, author’s note, bibliography, resources) (Verse novel. 
8-12)

FIRE CHIEF FRAN 
Ashman, Linda
Illus. by Nancy Carpenter
Astra Young Readers (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 6, 2022
978-1-63592-426-8  

An action-packed day in the life of a fire chief.
Readers are introduced to the myriad responsibilities of a 

small suburban fire department through the eyes of fire chief 
Fran, a dark-skinned woman with curly black hair. Over the 
course of her shift, the firefighters suit up so they can save a dog 
that accidentally got stuck in a fence while chasing a duck, put 
out a small brush fire at a campsite, meet a diverse class of stu-
dents touring the station, perform basic first aid, and more. The 
story, told in an engaging and varied rhyme scheme and accom-
panied by bright, appealing acrylic and digital illustrations, 
doesn’t shy away from the amount of work that firefighters need 
to do, including the physical and practical training that keep the 
firefighters performing at peak capacity. A final page addressing 

“A Few Fast Facts About Firefighters” will help answer linger-
ing questions and dispel misconceptions—the book notes, for 
instance, that two out of three calls are for medical aid and that, 
for safety reasons, not all stations have fire poles. The backmat-
ter also states that while Fran has a diverse team, in real life only 
about 10% of firefighters are women. Hopefully this title will 
help improve that statistic. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This book is on fire! (Picture book. 4-8)

I WOULD TEACH YOU TO FLY
Asper-Smith, Sarah
Illus. by Mitchell Watley
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-63217-404-8 
Series: Animal Families 

Asper-Smith introduces children to some of the things ani-
mal parents do to care for their young, the phrase “If you were…” 
helping kids imagine themselves as that animal.

“If you were a Dall sheep, I would teach you to climb the 
steep cliffs and slopes of the mountain-side.” A few lines in a 
smaller font introduce a further fact, in this case, that the male’s 
curled horns keep growing every year. These facts can be read 
or not, depending on the audience’s age, though several could 
have used more fleshing out. For instance, one talks about an 
ermine’s coat changing color for winter but leaves out why. The 
text appropriately ends with an overhead view of a child and 
adult sharing a book. While the text here—“Because I love 
you, I will teach you many ways to live in this world”—would 
better match a book about lessons applicable to both animal 
and human offspring, it gets to the point that it’s important to 
know about other species sharing our world. Watley’s gorgeous, 
realistic-looking spreads immerse children in each animal’s hab-
itat—the Arctic bumblebee is shown up-close on a flower, and 
the coyotes are appropriately shown at night—and make clear 



Every year since 1988, Sept. 15-
Oct. 15 has been observed as Nation-
al Hispanic Heritage Month, a time 
to honor “the histories, cultures and 
contributions of American citizens 
whose ancestors came from Spain, 
Mexico, the Caribbean and Central 
and South America.” This year, young 
readers have an unusually rich bounty 
to choose from with recently or soon-
to-be-released books covering a range 

of genres, formats, and cultural backgrounds. Here are just a 
few to begin with.

Coming Up Cuban by Puerto Rican actor Sonia Manza-
no (Scholastic, Aug. 2), known for playing Maria on Sesame 
Street, is a thoroughly researched, deeply authentic vol-
ume of historical fiction following four young people: Ana, 
Miguel, Zulema, and Juan. They each struggle in different 
ways during the early years of Castro’s Cuba, when fami-
lies and friends are divided.

The Bluest Sky by Christina Diaz Gonzalez (Knopf, 
Sept. 6) is a gut-wrenching novel that centers Héctor and 
his family, who have been torn apart by Castro’s author-
itarian policies. It takes place during the Mariel boatlift 
of 1980, when tens of thousands of Cubans were permit-
ted to leave the country, many in perilously overcrowded 
boats.

In Tumble by Celia C. Pérez (Koki-
la, Aug. 16), Mexican American seventh 
grader Adela, who has a loving mom 
and stepfather, discovers the iden-
tity of her birth father, who’s from a 
family of famous lucha libre wrestlers. 
Throughout this touching story, she 
builds deeper relationships as painful 
family history is revealed and healing 
bonds are built.

Alexandra V. Méndez’s What the 
Jaguar Told Her (Levine Querido, Oct. 
11) is a thoughtful coming-of-age nov-
el about Mexican and Irish Ameri-
can Jade, who grapples with many life 
changes in 2001 Atlanta—a new Cath-
olic school, missing her abuela, puber-
ty, and more. Art and stories shared by 
wise Mexican elder Itztli, who takes 
the form of a jaguar, help anchor her.

In the verse novel A Seed in the Sun 
by Aida Salazar (Dial, Oct. 25), Lula lives with her Mexican 
American migrant worker family in 1960s Delano, Califor-

nia. Living conditions are grueling and desperate, but Fili-
pino and Mexican workers unite in striking, and readers 
learn from this vivid story about pivotal events in U.S. his-
tory.

Iveliz Explains It All by Andrea Bea-
triz Arango, illustrated by Alyssa Ber-
mudez (Random House, Sept. 13), an-
other novel in verse, follows a tween in 
contemporary Baltimore. Her grand-
mother from Puerto Rico is joining the 
family due to her worsening Alzheim-
er’s and devastating post–Hurricane 
María conditions. Meanwhile, Iveliz is 
dealing with mental health difficulties 
and friendship challenges that are sen-
sitively explored.

Undercover Latina by Aya de León 
(Candlewick, Oct. 4) is a page-turn-
ing thriller that follows a Puerto Ri-
can and Mexican 14-year-old who has 
grown up in a family of undercover 
agents in an organization working to 
protect people of color worldwide. 
Andréa’s first independent mission 
brings danger—and incredible oppor-
tunities to hone her skills and deepen 
her understanding.

The latest in the Horse Country series, Where There’s 
Smoke by Yamile Saied Méndez (Scholastic, Sept. 20), re-
unites readers with Carolina Aguasvivas, an Irish, Mexican, 
and Argentine girl growing up on an Idaho horse ranch. 
Compassionate Carolina wants to share horses with kids 
whose families can’t afford riding lessons. In this heartfelt 
third entry, she tries to protect a victim of bullying.

Frizzy by Claribel A. Ortega, illus-
trated by Rose Bousamra (First Sec-
ond, Oct. 18), is a celebratory graph-
ic novel exploring negative messages 
girls absorb about natural, curly hair 
stemming from biased notions of 
beauty—and how they can be criti-
cally examined and overcome. Lively 
illustrations show Dominican Ameri-
can Marlene gaining strength through 
the support of those who love her.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

MIDDLE GRADE   |  Laura Simeon

great reads for hispanic 
heritage month
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any obvious differences between the adults and offspring (the 
spotted seal and bald eagle, for example), though not all are easy 
to differentiate. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A nice link between children and their animal counter-
parts, though it doesn’t stand out on an already crowded shelf. 
(Informational picture book. 3-8)

SNOW FOAL
Bailey, Susanna
Peachtree (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-68263-414-1  

A young girl is able to heal with the 
help of an orphaned wild foal.

Set in England, this poignant story 
interweaves the vulnerabilities of foster 
children with the healing power of ani-
mals, in this case, an orphaned Exmoor 

pony foal. When 11-year-old Addie is taken from her alcoholic 
mother and sent to a foster home far from the crowded street 
where she lived with Mam, she is at first resentful and afraid. 
Even though the foster home is welcoming, she still feels she 
needs to be with Mam and take care of her. At the foster home—
a large farm—she meets two other foster children: 6-year-old 
Jude, who doesn’t speak, and 10-year-old Sunni, who is cool 
toward her. There’s also 14-year-old Gabe, the irrepressible son 
of the farm owners, Ruth and Sam. As the story unfolds, Addie 
very slowly learns to trust as she takes care of a tiny foal that 
Gabe found lost in the snow. Caring for the vulnerable creature, 
Addie gradually begins to navigate the deep waters of her rela-
tionship with her mother. The book is solidly written although 
a bit repetitive in the frequent mentions of how much Addie 
misses Mam, which, juxtaposed against the backstory of her 
neglect of Addie, may need further explanation for some read-
ers. Addie is a nuanced, complicated protagonist, while Jude, 
Sunni, and Gabe are strong supporting characters. Characters 
read default White.

Realistic and poignant. (Fiction. 9-12)

ROXIE LOVES ADVENTURE
Bardhan-Quallen, Sudipta
Illus. by Leeza Hernandez
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-4197-5605-4  

Adventures are stressful. Someone 
bring Roxie a treat.

Roxie, a pampered pug enthroned in a house replete with all 
things ruffled, frilly, and pink, is a bit spoiled. Her happy (and 
slightly gassy) life is filled with the finest things, from doggie 
treats served on silver dishes to the most indulgent grooming 
routines. When a necessary trip to the bushes outside in the 
middle of the night accidentally leaves her locked out, Roxie 

finds herself on an adventure to return to her rosy paradise. Sure, 
the stakes are relatively low, and Roxie’s dilemma falls squarely 
into the category of “First World (Dog) Problems,” but the 
rhyming text and the amusing illustrations diligently work in 
tandem to carry the middling plot. Pug owners and pug enthu-
siasts will laugh hardest at the adorable poses and faces Roxie 
makes as she struggles to get back inside, but even cat lovers 
will chuckle at this pup’s antics. The fluffy pink mixed-media 
illustrations will STRONGLY appeal to fans of all things pink 
and princess-y but may make the story a slightly harder sell to 
others. Librarians and storytellers will be able to make the most 
of the tale, however, and Roxie is bound to win over just about 
everyone once the tale starts. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A frilly pink delight. (Picture book. 6-8)

RICA BAPTISTA
Llamas, Iguanas, and My 
Very Best Friend
Bates, Janet Costa
Illus. by Gladys Jose
Candlewick (128 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-5362-1630-1 
Series: Rica Baptista, 1

Rica Baptista must convince her par-
ents to get her a pet, but the reason why 

is a secret.
Nobody knows, not even Rica’s best friend, Laini Shanahan, 

but Laini is going to move away. Rica isn’t supposed to know 
either, but she overheard Laini’s parents talking, and now she’s 
made a plan so she won’t be lonely: convince her parents to 
finally get her a pet. She’s not picky about what animal it is—
she’d be fine with an iguana, a llama, a potbellied pig, or any-
thing else. She already picked a name: Frederica. (It is her name, 
but everybody calls her Rica, so she figures that’s fine.) Rica is 
flexible about the details, though, as long as the pet can keep her 
company when Laini eventually leaves. Her parents aren’t going 
to say yes easily, though, so she and Laini come up with plans 
to change their minds. In this engaging and fast-paced narra-
tive, Rica proves herself a smart protagonist with a big heart 
and great sense of humor. As she goes through her schemes, she 
offers lessons in responsibility. Rica is Cabo Verdean and Black; 
Laini is White. Winsome illustrations from Jose break up the 
text.

A satisfying story of friendship and kindness. (Fiction. 6-10)
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BLACK TRAILBLAZERS
30 Courageous Visionaries 
Who Broke Boundaries, Made 
a Difference, and Paved the 
Way
Bayne, Bijan
Illus. by Joelle Avelino
Andrews McMeel Publishing (128 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-1-5248-7477-3  

Bessie Coleman, Toni Morrison, and Barack Obama are 
among the individuals covered in this collection of Black 
biographies.

People in a variety of fields, among them activism, politics, 
arts, culture, and business, demonstrated perseverance and 
vision. The subjects range from Phillis Wheatley, who published 
her first poem before the United States existed as a country, to 
Vice President Kamala Harris and Misty Copeland, who dances 
with the American Ballet Theatre, where she made history as 
its first Black female principal dancer. Some names will likely 
be more well known, such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., while 
others will be less so—for instance, Diane Nash, who organized 
and participated in many pivotal events in the civil rights move-
ment. Singer Mahalia Jackson and actor Sidney Poitier are rec-
ognized for both their contributions to their fields and their 
commitment to social change. Also profiled is Dick Gregory, 
who wove politics, racism, and other issues into his comedy act. 
Among the athletes covered are boxing champion Muhammad 
Ali and Olympic gold medalist Florence Griffith Joyner, whose 
blend of glamour and speed expanded the idea of what a sports 
personality could be. Entries are enhanced with colorful illus-
trations, quotes from the subjects, and sidebars with additional 
information. This lively and pertinent narrative makes famil-
iar stories feel fresh while also highlighting potentially lesser-
known individuals.

Shines a light on Black pioneers who not only made a dif-
ference, but broke boundaries for those who followed. (Collec-
tive biography. 10-14)

THE WORST VILLAIN EVER
Bearce, Amy
Snowy Wings Publishing (218 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-952667-79-4  

Mixed motives seriously hamper a 
young villain-in-training.

Villainy having been the family 
occupation for generations, 11-year-old 
George Pruwell is thrilled to audition for 
a spot at the exclusive Academy of Vil-

lainy and Wrongdoing in New York City, with a chance to earn a 
Distinguished Villain plaque. But at the same time, he frets that 
his compulsive kindness to animals, surreptitious friendship 
with a Regular Public Citizen neighbor, and inability to carry 

through with pranks are signs that he may not be cut out for 
proper evildoing. Things only get worse when his penchant for 
connecting with classmates rather than sabotaging them lands 
him in the lowly track assigned to, ugh, sidekicks. And so, in 
a truly last-ditch effort to raise his standing, he volunteers to 
duke it out with legendary superhero Captain Perfectus. The 
face-off doesn’t go off as expected at all, as instead of fighting 
the Captain, George makes him a secret ally by helping him 
weather an existential crisis (it’s not so easy being “Perfectus” all 
the time). This experience finally prompts the relieved George 
to face facts, quit the academy, return to his loving mother (who 
doesn’t seem all that surprised) in Omaha, and enroll in a regular 
middle school. For readers who haven’t caught on to the title’s 
ambiguity, Bearce leaves her young dropout proudly regarding 
the new Worst Villain Ever plaque on his door.

A lighthearted and entertaining play on the title’s double 
meaning. (Fiction. 9-12)

TELL THE TRUTH, PANGOLIN
Beatty, Melinda
Illus. by Paola Escobar
Anne Schwartz/Random (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-0-593-18013-6
978-0-593-18014-3 PLB  

A pangolin must decide whether or not to lie to the Queen.
With a great big smile on his face, Pangolin is swinging in 

the sunshine on the palace grounds. But suddenly, to his horror, 
the swing breaks. “Heavens! What have I done? And what will I 
tell the Queen?” Pangolin consults his friends for advice. Badger 
suggests saying that a royal musician needed the strings for a 
lute. Goose has an even stranger idea: “Perhaps you can say that 
a giant bird mistook the ropes for worms.” And Pug? Well, Pug 
suggests blaming aliens. Fox and Cat also contribute possibili-
ties. Stammering and quaking, Pangolin must make a decision. 
What will he tell the Queen? Lush, jewel-toned illustrations 
thrum with warmth; outside the palace, the rolling landscape 
is filled with endless flowers and swooping trees. Inside, ornate 
windows and scalloped archways present a truly royal atmo-
sphere. Beatty expertly taps into a childlike perspective; she’s 
keenly aware that to avoid trouble, youngsters often spin fan-
tastical explanations and that the push and pull of truth-telling 
can result in an agonizing internal debate. Luckily, all ends well 
when Pangolin finally decides to own up to the Queen—and the 
conclusion will point readers in the right direction when facing 
similar conundrums. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A noble look at the courage needed for honesty. (Picture book. 
4-7)

“Shines a light on Black pioneers who not only made a difference, 
but broke boundaries for those who followed.”

black trailblazers
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I KNOW YOU’RE LYING
Benedis-Grab, Daphne
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-338-79398-7  

One of Us Is Lying for the middle-
grade set.

Four seventh graders—eager school 
paper reporter Nora, passionate art-
ist Jack, talented dance team member 
Maddie, and perennial joker Henry—are 

placed in in-school suspension à la The Breakfast Club after the 
backpack belonging to Sasha, the PTA president’s daughter, is 
stolen. Captured on video entering school early without per-
mission, the four suspects must remain there until one of them 
confesses. Through alternating narratives from each student’s 
perspective, readers learn they each have a hidden and plausible 
motive—and Sasha knows their secrets, too. In a setup similar 
to Benedis-Grab’s I Know Your Secret (2021), the four seemingly 
different middle schoolers must work together to recover the 
stolen backpack and thwart Sasha’s blackmail attempts. There 
is an empathetic element that adds to this light thriller: Each 
student’s secret also offers a brief look into a common adoles-
cent dilemma. Set after the Covid-19 lockdowns, the novel also 
addresses repercussions from the pandemic. Jack, who has a 
Vietnamese American father and White mother, experiences 
anti-Asian racism, and Henry’s father’s restaurant closed due to 
the pandemic, leaving the household financially insecure. The 
author links these diverging storylines in just the right places 
to drive the twists and turns, bolstering an underlying anti-
bullying theme. The main characters, other than Jack, present 
White; names signal ethnic diversity in the supporting cast.

A socially conscious whodunit. (Thriller. 9-12)

ELEPHANTS
Bishop, Nic
Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-545-60580-9  

A veteran nature photographer best 
known for studies of smaller creatures 
sets his (camera) sights on the largest 
land animals alive.

Showing his usual ability to get 
the money shots, Bishop puts together a sharply focused gal-
lery of photogenic pachyderms in the wild, ranging from cute 
calves flapping outsized ears to a huge old African tusker—with 
memorable views of competing males with trunks intimately 
intertwined, matriarchal family groups at waterholes, and more. 
Using anthropomorphic but not inaccurate language in the 
equally engaging commentary, Bishop describes how gather-
ings of herds allow younglings to “find new playmates and make 
friendships that last a lifetime,” notes that individual elephants 
display intense emotions and have their own personalities, and, 

along with explaining how elephants communicate with pos-
ture and scent as well as sounds, claims they “have a type of lan-
guage and can even discuss things.” In a lively closing note about 
how he got some of his shots, he mentions help from a scien-
tist and a Maasai guide, but there are no humans in the photos 
here. The only real bobbles are the perfunctory index (“African 
savanna elephant” is listed on nearly every page, for instance, 
with no subcategories to indicate what is being covered) and the 
two-item bibliography, so for further information on anatomy 
or ways elephants are being threatened, pair this title with the 
likes of Katherine Roy’s How To Be an Elephant (2017). (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Personable and informative. (Informational picture book. 7-9)

LIBERTY BISCUIT
Bowles, Melanie Sue
Trafalgar Square Books (224 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-64601-125-4  

Katherine “Kip” Pearl’s Grandpa Joe 
was the finest horse trainer in Georgia, 
and he passed down his love of horses to 
her. 

While she has grown up on his fam-
ily’s peach farm, Kip’s dad has forbidden 

pets of any kind, including horses, for reasons he won’t share. 
On the Fourth of July, Kip finds a one-eyed white donkey in 
bad shape in the woods and lures him home with her peach 
biscuits. Her family discovers that this donkey and two starv-
ing horses were recently seized from an abusive home. Despite 
her dad’s objections, Grandpa Joe decides he and Kip should 
foster the animals while waiting for the court case to decide 
their fate. Kip falls in love immediately with the donkey she 
names Liberty Biscuit, and when the judge rules in the owner’s 
favor and orders the animals to be returned, Kip promises to do 
everything she can to get them back. Thirteen-year-old Kip’s 
voice feels inconsistent for her age, oscillating between sound-
ing very young and much older. Kip’s mom’s side of the family 
is Black, and her dad and his family are White. While Bowles 
states in the acknowledgments that this novel was born out of a 
desire to normalize mixed-race families like her daughter’s, the 
conversations about race are superficial, and their delivery and 
placement in the story feel stilted and forced. Despite these 
limitations, Kip’s story is heartwarming.

Animal lovers will appreciate many aspects of this gentle 
tale. (Fiction. 9-13)
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A book for young readers might be the last thing one 
would expect from Darren Aronofsky. The director’s films, so 
very smart (Pi, Requiem for a Dream, and Black Swan among 
them), have often been equally dark. The Fountain and Noah, 
which Aronofsky made with writer, producer, and neurosci-
entist Ari Handel—his Harvard undergrad suitemate, de-
cadeslong friend, and frequent collaborator—may be a little 
less edgy but no less adult.

Yet the pair, who also created the National Geographic 
docuseries One Strange Rock, have always shared an interest in 
curiosity and awe, science and magic, of which there’s a good 
amount in their latest collaboration, the novel Mon ster Club, 
with illustrations by Ronald Kuriawan (Harper/HarperCol-
lins, Sept. 13). When middle schooler Eric “Doodles” King 
discovers that the ink he found amid his great-great-grandfa-
ther’s belongings brings his drawings to life, he knows he has 
a way to get best friend Alan “Yoo-hoo” Yoo and their buds 
interested once again in the fight club they created for their 
monster drawings. Their battling creations are jaw-dropping—
and lovable. But once bully Darren Nuggio gets a hold of the 
magic ink, things quickly go from way cool to calamitous.

If the novel—they’re working on the second in a series—
were a movie, the scene-stealer would be New York’s Coney Is-
land, where Eric’s family owns a broken-down amusement park.

“I grew up five miles down the same beach from Coney 
Island, two neighborhoods over. You could walk there, and 
we did as kids. We would walk down the boardwalk and go 
check it out,” Aronofsky recounts during a recent video call 
with Handel. “There are just so many lives, so many stories, 
and so many historical photographs that it was this incred-
ible, ancient mystery right in my backyard that I was always 
drawn to. It’s got a scene in Pi and a scene in Requiem for a 
Dream. I get a lot of root energy there.”

Kirkus’ review calls Monster Club “action packed and 
wildly creative.” We talked with the longtime friends about 
their Coney Island–set ride; the conversation has been ed-
ited for length and clarity.

Generationally, I’m thinking that kid lit was probably 
not your thing. Are there books you remember from 
youth? 
Aronofsky: I got more exposed to it with my son. He’s 16 now. 
And one of the great gifts of parenthood for me was reading 
to him every night. When I was a kid, there were movies like 
Goonies and Gremlins. I think those early movies were prob-
ably the aesthetic we were going for in this book.
Handel: That ’80s aesthetic is definitely something Darren 
and I shared. But the groundings of this Brooklyn world 
come out of Darren’s life. 

WORDS WITH…

Darren Aronofsky & Ari Handel

The acclaimed director and his collaborator take a detour from Hollywood 
to write a middle-grade novel
BY LISA KENNEDY

Bruce G
likas/W

ireIm
age

Darren Aronofsky

Ari Handel
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Darren, what’s your clearest memory of Coney Island 
growing up? 
Aronofsky: It was a pretty beat-up town at the bottom of its 
history—with crime and drugs—when I was a kid. But still it 
twinkled with magic. But then to see it start to blossom and 
bloom in the last couple of decades has been great. You go to 
the beach there now in the summer, it could be hundreds of 
thousands of people. And it’s such a mixture. The Russians, 
the Puerto Ricans, the Greeks, the Jews, and the Italians, and 
everyone is doing salsa dancing out on the pier. 

That’s pretty glorious. 
Aronofsky: It’s such a great New York scene. And I just want-
ed to capture that energy.

What inspired you to write the book? 
Aronofsky: The book actually started as a movie. But the mov-
ie business is very complicated. I feel like the big superhe-
ro movies have invaded this age group. To make a visual ef-
fects–heavy movie, you have to compete with these incred-
ibly huge franchises. So, the screenplay sat on a back burner. 
Then a writer friend of mine read the script and loved it , and 
he was like, “Why don’t you just write it as a novel?” 

It does feel like there’s a three-act structure. What 
seems different is the interiority. There are these touch-
ingly self-aware moments where Eric thinks to himself 
something like Oh, apologizing is kind of cool. Was it 
freeing to embark on a new form? 
Handel: It was fun. All of a sudden, there are different chal-
lenges and possibilities. When you’re doing stuff for the 
screen, you’re always thinking about how is it going to be 
shown? What you’re saying about Eric, I think it’s completely 
true. You can have a character who might do some things that 
on the outside seem a little selfish or difficult, but you can see 
the sweetness in him all the time.

Eric’s the great-great-grandson of Eastern European 
Jews, but then most of the Monster Club kids come 
from immigrant families.  
Aronofsky: It’s always been the story for me about Brook-
lyn, right? At least my Brooklyn, growing up. It really was a 
melting pot, going to a magnet school like Mark Twain [mid-
dle school], then going to Edward Murrow [high school] in 
Brooklyn. If it wasn’t first-generation kids in my classes, they 
were second-generation, maybe third-generation, but no 
more than that. And there are so many different types of im-
migrant stories in Coney Island. I mean, my favorite one is: 
Most people think that the first light that the refugees saw 
when they pulled into New York Harbor was the Statue of 
Liberty’s torch. But that’s a lie. The actual first light they saw 
were lights of Luna Park in Coney Island. Could you imagine 

you’re coming from a place that may not have even had one 
light bulb? Suddenly you’re seeing this whole coast lit up. 

Friendships are big in Monster Club. Did you two hit it 
off when you met in college? 
Handel: We were in a [dorm suite] of six people, and we all hit 
it off. It was a great group. I think there was no thought, real-
ly, that we were going to work together, particularly because 
we were in very different fields. I went my way into sciences, 
and Darren went his way into film. We came together profes-
sionally through a little bit of kismet. And we just ended up 
having an incredibly good working relationship on top of the 
friendship. We can challenge each other. We can reinforce 
each other. It’s always pretty much about pushing things for-
ward and making things better.

What have you learned from—and about—each other 
through these collaborations?
Handel: The amazing thing about Darren that is a lodestone 
for me is, he never lets the needs of the story drive. He’ll nev-
er say, “Well, this is going to be the easier way to tell it, or this 
is the way the plot is going to work better.” He’ll always take 
a step back and say, “Yeah, but what are we saying? What is 
the story?” And I guess if I was going to say something that’s 
relevant to this book about Darren as a man, it is just what a 
tremendous father he is. I think there’s a lot of sweetness and 
a lot of love for that age group. 
Aronofsky: [Looks teary.] It’s hard not to get too choked up, 
because it is the friendship of a lifetime. But trying to sum it 
up and not make this a speech for Ari’s 60th birthday, I think 
the clarity of his mind never fails to impress. Emotionally, his 
ability to empathize has no match. And then as a member of 
his community, a member of his tribe, he’s just someone you 
want to have on your team. 

Lisa Kennedy writes for the New York Times, Variety, the Den-
ver Post, and other publications. Monster Club was reviewed in 
the Aug. 1, 2022, issue. 
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WILD ANIMALS OF 
THE WORLD
Braun, Dieter
Trans. by Jen Calleja
Flying Eye Books (216 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-83874-114-3  

Numerous animals from around the 
world are represented by exquisite illus-

trations and brief text translated from German.
There is no doubt that Braun has created a labor of love. 

The introduction sets humans apart from the animal king-
dom, positioning them as threats and dedicating the book to 
wild creatures. Its promise of introducing readers to animals 
on every continent is kept, with chapters devoted to one con-
tinent apiece. Every page has breathtaking art in a style that 
includes masterful attention to the colors, textures, and geo-
metric shapes inherent in the featured animals’ bodies and habi-
tats. The combination of both single- and double-page spreads 
adds to the visual appeal. The scope and level of detail of facts 
provided for each highlighted species vary widely and are 
often based on a well-known characteristic. For example, the 
information about lions focuses solely on the male lion’s mane, 
the monarch butterfly page offers a rudimentary explanation 
of metamorphosis, and a paragraph both humorous and awk-
wardly written expounds on the striped skunk’s stench. Many 
of the short text entries include advanced vocabulary and com-
plex sentences, and at least one assumes specialized scientific 
knowledge. However, they are too brief to satisfy the curiosity 
of older children, who will long for more surprising facts about 
the commonly known animals. There are also inconsistencies 
between the many whimsical, sophisticated entries and others 
that are prosaic or even awkward. 

Captivating art elevates this work. (index) (Informational 
picture book. 7-11)

COZY IN LOVE
Brett, Jan
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-593-10985-4  

A lovelorn musk ox uses his strength 
to save a friend.

Cozy longs to win the heart of the enchanting Lofti, but as 
he and the rest of the bulls charge one another and bash heads 
in shows of strength, he is overshadowed by the others. Just as 
Cozy resigns himself to wallowing in snowy self-pity, he’s called 
to rescue his friend Bella, a young beluga whose joyful splashing 
creates rainbows across Teardrop Inlet. If Bella stays too long in 
the inlet, the surface will freeze over, trapping her under with 
no air to breathe. Can Cozy use his head (literally and figura-
tively) to save Bella? Could his bighearted actions also win him 
the heart of his beloved Lofti? Realistically drawn animals are 
set against a snowy Alaskan background in this pedestrian and 

predictable sequel to Cozy (2020). Brett’s signature decorative 
borders and teardrop-shaped vignettes frame each double-page 
spread. Heart-shaped rocks, colorful sea stars, and textured 
seaweed complete the tableaux. The brief third-person nar-
ration is linear and descriptive but feels flat in the absence of 
true character development. Character motivation is explained 
rather than shown. For instance, Cozy’s devotion to Lofti might 
be more compelling if she were a three-dimensional character 
rather than a plot device. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Serviceable but disappointing in comparison to the 
author’s timeless titles of years past. (Picture book. 3-7)

BLUE 
A History of the Color 
as Deep as the Sea and 
as Wide as the Sky
Brew-Hammond, Nana Ekua
Illus. by Daniel Minter
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-984894-36-6  

A few good reasons to appreciate the color blue.
Throughout history, humans have captured, cultivated, and 

coaxed the color blue out of everything from mollusks to rocks 
to plants. In this fascinating exploration of our relationship to 
this once-precious color, Brew-Hammond begins by discuss-
ing its elusive nature: Seawater is blue, but the color disappears 
when water is cupped in one’s hand; similarly, crushing iris petals 
yields blue, but the hue quickly dissipates when soaked in water. 
Readers learn that the earliest known use of blue dates back to 
about 4500 B.C.E. in Afghanistan’s Sar-e-Sang Valley and that 
ancient Egyptians used it, too. But blue has been found world-
wide. It was extracted from the bellies of particular shellfish in 
coastal Japan, Central America, the Mediterranean, and Mexico 
and harvested from plants in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and 
the Americas. Because of its rarity, blue has been considered a 
royal color reserved for use by the wealthy and privileged. Laced 
with insights, Brew-Hammond’s meditative verse covers a wide 
range of cultures, time periods, and geographical locations, 
while Minter’s mesmerizing images highlight the significance 
of blue to diverse groups of people through culturally specific 
visuals such as hairstyles and clothing design. The highly tex-
tured backgrounds add life and movement to the focal images 
in the foreground. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Stunning and informative—and as profoundly rich as the 
color blue. (author’s note, facts about blue, selected sources) 
(Informational picture book. 4-10)
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UNSINKABLE LUCILE
How a Farm Girl Became 
the Queen of Fashion and 
Survived the Titanic
Brewster, Hugh
Illus. by Laurie McGaw
Firefly (40 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sept. 1, 2022
978-0-228-10382-0  

A tribute to one of the previous century’s most renowned 
and innovative fashion designers.

Dubbed “Unsinkable” by Brewster for the same reasons 
Molly Brown was—rising from relatively humble origins to styl-
ish celebrity and then surviving the sinking of the Titanic—Lucy, 
Lady Duff-Gordon (to use her final married name), not only 
became a celebrated belle epoque dressmaker in France, Great 
Britain, and the United States, but is credited with inventing 
both tinted undergarments to go with her filmier tea dresses 
and high-society gowns and also runway-style fashion shows 
with live models. (She also sparked a pre–First World War furor 
for “Crazy Big Hats.”) Following an isolated glimpse of her as a 
child living with her strict grandparents near Guelph, Ontario 
(after her father’s death, the family relocated from England), the 
author skips ahead through high spots and notable incidents 
in her career to the Titanic disaster (she and her husband were 
unjustly stigmatized afterward because of rumors that they had 
bribed their way aboard a lifeboat), later struggles, and death in 
1935. The generous mix of newly colorized period photos and 
McGaw’s formally composed scenes of shows, dances, and other 
events offer enough examples of her work to impart a clear idea 
of their characteristic lines and looks. People depicted present 
as White.

Stylish and significant. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 10-12)

WE THE PEOPLE! 
Brown, Don
Abrams (128 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-4197-5738-9 
Series: Big Ideas That Changed the World 

A graphic-novel history of the demo-
cratic ideal and its slow, difficult progress 
toward realization in the United States.

Following the practice of the three 
previous Big Ideas titles, Brown chooses 

a historical figure to conduct his tour, and he outdoes himself 
here by picking Abigail Adams—a brilliant, self-educated woman 
whose famous dictum to her husband, John, to “Remember 
the Ladies” positions her well to remember Native Americans, 
immigrants, and people of African descent as she chronicles the 
long struggle to build a “more Perfect Union,” from the prin-
ciples of equal rights for all and government through “consent 
of the governed.” If her opening review of prehistoric linkages 
between the inventions of agriculture, cities, and governmental 

systems has been challenged recently, it holds in broad out-
line and sets up subsequent surveys of empires worldwide, of 
Athenian democracy, of republics from Rome to the Iroquois 
Confederacy, and of significant documents about rights such as 
the 13th-century Manden Charter in West Africa. She addresses 
the outrageous racist compromises built into our Constitution 
(“No, I’m not making it up”) and subsequent watermarks both 
low, like the Dred Scott Decision, and high, up to Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King’s dream of an equitable future. In the loosely 
drawn panels, dark- and olive-complexioned men and women 
are steadily present to reinforce the message that, yes, they, too, 
belong in this aspirational, still unfinished story.

Engagingly informal, more cogent than ever, and rich 
in rare facts and insights. (timeline, information on Abigail 
Adams, endnotes, bibliography, author’s note, index) (Graphic 
nonfiction. 9-11)

NOT DONE YET 
Shirley Chisholm’s 
Fight for Change
Brown, Tameka Fryer
Illus. by Nina Crews
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$20.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-72842-008-0  

A woman in the White House? 
Shirley!

The life of teacher, activist, and congressperson Shirley 
Chisholm is examined in this poetic biography that packs an 
exciting and educational punch. Endpages include select quota-
tions, like “Service is the rent we pay for the privilege of living on 
this earth,” and images of quippy campaign buttons (“Ms. Chis. 
for Pres.”). As the book opens, readers meet baby Shirley and 
learn about her early life in Brooklyn before she and her sisters 
were sent to live with their grandmother in Barbados. Return-
ing to New York at the age of 9, Shirley set out to become a 
teacher, but her desire for everyone to be treated equally led her 
to the world of politics. Advancing from an assemblyperson in 
New York to Congress wasn’t easy, but Shirley persisted, even-
tually running for president in the 1970s. The tone of the book 
is inspiring, but Brown doesn’t shy away from the mistreatment 
Chisholm encountered: “When Representative Chisholm / 
walked the hallowed halls of Congress, / the thing she felt most 
/ was unwelcome. / No one would sit with her at lunch. / Her 
colleagues made nasty remarks. / One man even spat when she 
entered the room. / All to scare her / and keep her in her place.” 
Crews’ vividly textured illustrations positively sing, enhancing 
the text and making for a perfect introduction for young read-
ers everywhere. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

As powerful as the woman it profiles. (author and illus-
trator notes, timeline, bibliography, additional sources, note 
about quotations) (Picture-book biography. 8-10)

“Engagingly informal, more cogent than ever, 
and rich in rare facts and insights.”

we the people!
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TOO-SMALL TYSON
Brown-Wood, JaNay
Illus. by Anastasia Magloire Williams
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-62354-164-4 
Series: Storytelling Math 

Tyson may be the smallest and youngest of five brothers, but 
his math skills make him a giant at saving the day when the fam-
ily pet goes missing.

When playing basketball with his older brothers, Tyson 
struggles to keep up; his steps are smaller, and he quickly real-
izes that he has to take more of them to compensate. Nick-
named Li’l Man, Tyson enjoys playing with and taking care of 
the family’s pet gerbil, Swish, who is significantly smaller than 
him. When Swish escapes from his cage, his brothers take the 
lead on finding the little animal, while Tyson cleans and pre-
pares the cage for his eventual return. When his brothers are 
unable to locate Swish, Tyson must consider, “If I were Swish, 
where would I go?” Turns out Swish is under the bed, just out of 
reach. Tyson uses the tubes from Swish’s cage to lure the gerbil 
out, realizing that if he uses smaller tubes, he’ll need more of 
them to bridge the distance, and he ultimately rescues Swish. 
Brown-Wood has crafted an accessible and relatable narrative 
in which knowledge of proportional thinking helps solve a real-
world problem. Magloire Williams’ fun, funky, colorful digital 
images of a loving Black family of boys complement the story 
well. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Reflects everyday Black boy joy with a mathematical twist. 
(author’s note, note on math, suggested activities) (Picture book. 
3-7)

STOMP!
Ready-To-Read Ready-To-Go!
Calmenson, Stephanie
Illus. by Baptiste Amsallem
Simon Spotlight (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-1-66591-659-2 
Series: Ready-to-Read 

Would missing the Stomp City Show 
make you want to stomp and shout?

After their train is delayed, Zak the 
raccoon and Ziggy the hippo must race across a city reminiscent 
of New York to get to the show. But the bus is full, their bike gets 
a flat, and when they run, they have to detour for construction. 
When they do finally arrive, their worst fears come true: The 
show is sold out. Ziggy rages and stomps, and the Statue of Lib-
erty intervenes, encouraging Ziggy not to stomp or shout but to 
breathe in, breathe out, and slowly count to 10 again and again. 
The now calm Zak and Ziggy hear music and follow the sound 
to a happy party in the park. The book ends with the news that 
the Stomp City Show will return next week. The book opens 
with lists of names, word families, sight words, and bonus words, 

which will help new readers enjoy the story, but many words in 
the signs found in the illustrations (city, delay, park, next, week, 
and news) that are critical to the story are omitted from these 
lists. Humorous, detailed illustrations and text that relies on 
short rhyming sentences, questions, and exclamations create a 
fun, fast-paced romp. The book ends with several reading com-
prehension questions. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Proof that good things happen when you breathe, slowly 
count to 10, and stomp for fun instead of frustration. (Early 
reader. 5-8)

WHAT DO YOU SEE WHEN 
YOU LOOK AT A TREE?
Carlisle, Emma
Templar/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5362-2666-9  

Each tree is a unique living being.
A young, tan-skinned child with 

dark hair explores the trees in their 
yard and other surroundings as readers 

are encouraged to think about trees differently. “What do you 
see when you look at a tree? / Leaves and twigs and branches? 
// Or do you see a living thing / that moves and breathes and 
dances?” Every tree has a unique shape and name. Some touch 
other trees; others are great for climbing. Trees provide habitat 
for animals. The text turns philosophical when musing whether 
trees have feelings and what history they might have seen. And 
it ponders future trees: Who will pick their cherries; what will 
their wood make? In a meta turn, the book asks readers: “Have 
you ever curled up with a tree in your hands, / as stories or songs 
in a book?” While the text rhymes, it spreads across page turns 
and includes just enough info and questions that readers may 
not notice until they reread it—or they question the few words 
chosen for (near) rhyme instead of meaning. Backmatter offers 
more info about trees, including the wood wide web, and sug-
gests ways that readers can be like trees (e.g., being authentic 
and taking time for self-care). Muted colors in the pencil-and-
watercolor illustrations match the tree theme and give the 
scenes a cozy feel. Other people in the pictures are diverse. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Readers will look at the forest and see each tree in a whole 
new light. (author/illustrator note) (Informational picture book. 
3-8)

“Proof that good things happen when you breathe, slowly 
count to 10, and stomp for fun instead of frustration.”

stomp!



ORPHAN WISH ISLAND
Carter, Sarah Anne
Histria Kids (212 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-59211-147-3  

An orphan’s trip through a magic 
door to a tropical island brings wishes 
from her dead parents. 

On Miriam’s 12th birthday, four years 
after her parents’ deaths, glowing words 
on the attic door beckon her to Orphan 

Wish Island. Only orphans are invited annually to the tropical 
paradise where they hear a message from their parents, receive 
one of the six wishes their parents left for them, and get to 
make a wish of their own. Readers follow Miriam from seventh 
grade through senior year. Unfortunately, the story is at the 
mercy of the timeline: trying to cover growing pains from mid-
dle school through high school leaves her life lightly sketched, 
not fully embodying her character at any age; the supporting 
cast is also not deeply developed. There is a saccharine, moralis-
tic quality to the writing, and seemingly insignificant elements 
are mentioned in great detail while larger events are puzzlingly 
skimmed over. The most emotionally authentic voice is found 
when Miriam’s grandmother ends up in the hospital—at this 
point the tension is palpable and the writing is tighter. Miriam 
lives in a seemingly all-White community in which receiving a 
car at age 16 is the norm along with tutoring when grades slip 
and private music lessons. The interplay between this existence 
and the magical island falls flat as a device for exploring parental 
loss. However, the love between Miriam and her grandmother 
is quite sweet. 

A poorly developed premise struggles to become a compel-
ling story. (Fiction. 10-14)

SUPERWORLD
Save Noah
Cheney, Carrie
Illus. by Yarrow Cheney
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-37537-2
978-0-593-47944-5 PLB 
Series: Superworld, 1 

In a world populated by superheroes, 
it takes a normal boy to save society. 

Noah, our energetic narrator, is the only unsuper person in 
Superworld: A meteor shower slammed into Earth and turned 
everyone into a superhero; everyone, that is, except him. And 
on his birthday, too! Even little sister Joy has become Psychlone, 
named for her twin powers of telekinesis and controlling the 
weather. The school’s curriculum is geared to superhero powers, 
but luckily librarian Mr. Almaraz helps Noah find refuge in read-
ing. One day genius Hero Leader Professor Möbius warns Noah 
that the world in in grave danger—and Noah is the only one 

who can return things to normal. At first Noah turns Möbius 
down, leading to the unleashing of several loopy superheroes 
like Hugh-Mongous (his friend Hugh), Granimal (his grandma), 
and Hairstrike (his friend Tabitha). When Noah finally accepts 
his destiny, he’s guided by the all-knowing Möbius and aided by 
musclebound sidekick Mantastic. Spoiler alert: Noah prevails. 
Noah’s hyperpaced odyssey is a grab bag of obstacles fueled by 
nonstop puns and imaginative art that’ll keep readers swiftly 
turning the pages. The stylish, smoky, black-and-white illus-
trations take up about half of the book, accompanying every 
action-packed development and frequently involving images of 
comical crime fighters or Noah floating through space with a 
wide-eyed expression. Names and illustrations cue some diver-
sity; Noah reads White.

Imaginative adventures sure to trigger both giggles and 
groans. (Illustrated adventure. 9-12)

WILL WE ALWAYS 
HOLD HANDS? 
Cheng, Christopher
Illus. by Stephen Michael King
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-56450-9
978-0-593-56451-6 PLB  

A bespectacled rat asks a panda for reassurance of their 
friendship.

While traveling through a landscape of different seasons 
and weather conditions, Rat poses a variety of questions to Bear, 
all centered on the constancy of their companionship, starting 
with whether they will still be friends when they are old. Bear’s 
answer is sweet and gently humorous (“I’ll even hold your tail 
so you don’t trip over it”). Throughout, Bear pledges loyalty in 
sickness and health, through crankiness and loud snoring, and 
even through misbehavior. Finally, Rat asks the toughest ques-
tion of all: “What if I have to leave and go somewhere you can’t 
come?” Soft watercolor, ink, and pencil art features wispy, deli-
cate linework that evokes motion, especially when winds blow 
the anthropomorphic pair’s brightly colored umbrellas (provid-
ing early, visual hints of the anxiety behind the climactic ques-
tion about the two being separated by circumstances outside 
their control). Bear’s answer avoids being trite by acknowledg-
ing how sad separation would be and saying that they would 
still carry an absent Rat; Bear’s gestures are especially sweet. 
Although Bear and Rat are still together at the end, this book 
would be useful for children struggling with the idea of saying 
goodbye to friends as well as a comfort for sensitive readers. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Simultaneously quietly soothing yet deeply empowering—
a friendship tale for the ages. (Picture book. 4-8)
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ENEMIES
Chmakova, Svetlana
JY (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  $13.00 paper  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-1-975312-79-4
978-1-975312-72-5 paper 
Series: Berrybrook Middle School, 5 

In this latest addition to the Berry-
brook Middle School series, a girl enters 
a school contest for the wrong reasons—

with mixed results.
Felicity Teale loves art, writing, and cosplay; she is less keen 

on school. In contrast to her organized, punctual, science-
award–winning younger sister, Letty, Felicity has serious gaming 
and drawing skills but fails to complete projects. In elementary 
school, Felicity, who is Black, was close friends with Korean 
American Joseph Koh, but their middle school relationship 
has been complicated since super outgoing Felicity tried to 
pressure Joseph to socialize more. To prove to Letty that she 
can complete and win something, Felicity enters an entrepre-
neur club contest with a $1,000 prize. But Joseph also enters, 
partnering with someone from their gaming group and shutting 
Felicity out. Obsessed with winning, Felicity nixes her partner 
Tess’ suggestions and rejects Letty’s offer of help with the busi-
ness plan. Although Felicity and Tess come up with a great idea, 
they fail to complete the submission on time, and Felicity’s 
behavior alienates Joseph and offends Tess. Felicity’s humorous, 
colloquial, first-person narration rings true, from her passion 
for gaming to her sibling rivalry to her volatile middle school 
relationships. With its use of emphatic text, exaggerated ges-
tures and facial expressions, a muted color palette, and rapidly 
changing visual perspectives, the graphic format proves ideal 
for anime fan Felicity’s tale of self-acceptance, friendship, and 
family.

Lively, engaging, perfectly pitched tween drama. (Graphic 
novel. 9-13)

THE GREATEST IN 
THE WORLD!
Clanton, Ben
Simon & Schuster (88 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-5344-9318-6 
Series: Tater Tales, 1 

One grumbly day, two mutant tater 
brothers vie to determine who is the 
greatest in the world.

It’s goofy-looking Rot Poe Tater, 
with an awesome unibrow and “surprisingly sturdy stick legs,” 
versus big brother Snot, a sleepy, upset couch potato with 
bedhead. Tot, their “usually super chipper” little sister, acts as 
the judge. The first challenge, a potato sack race with shades 
of “The Tortoise and the Hare,” ends in a tie. The second con-
test is Hot Potato Hill, where the brothers must roll down a 

hill after Tot. No one wins, and the third contest is a laugh-off. 
Rot declares he’s laughing so hard that he needs to pee his pants 
but then remembers he doesn’t wear pants. When Rot and Snot 
are laughed out, Tot is still giggling. That’s when the plot twists 
and twists again. The text, primarily boastful speech-bubble 
banter between Rot and Snot, also contains songs, cheers from 
an enthusiastic worm, and fun wordplay, including alliterative 
places names like Barrel Bottom Bog and the Moldy Mounds. 
Text in a smaller typeface alternates with graphic panels, keep-
ing the action moving. Expressive potato faces make the action 
and emotions clear. Fans of the picture book Rot: The Cutest in 
the World (2016) will enjoy seeing the protagonist again; Clanton 
relies on the same simple yet expressive cartoon illustrations 
and humor.

This tater trio, and worm, will keep readers laughing, sing-
ing, and cheering from the first page to the last. (pictures of 
other taters who have excelled in the Hot Potato Hill chal-
lenge, facts about potatoes, lesson on how to draw Rot) 
(Graphic novel. 5-7)

TERRY’S CREW
Crews, Terry
Illus. by Cory Thomas
Little, Brown (208 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-316-49998-9  

Former NFL player Crews draws 
inspiration from his early years for 
this graphic novel about a Black boy 
attending a new school in a different 
neighborhood.

Terry, who dreams of moving out of his working-class neigh-
borhood and making it big, is excited for his first day at the pres-
tigious Rock City Academy, where he’ll be able to pursue his 
passion for art (which he balances with a love of sports). At first, 
Terry loves the school, but a week later, he feels out of place 
and begins to have doubts, though the chance to participate in 
an upcoming talent show buoys him. Rick, a popular student, 
offers to let Terry join his team for the show, but first Terry must 
bully Xander, another student. Terry does, but he instantly has 
regrets, and eventually he, Xander, and Terry’s class guide, Rani, 
form their own team for the talent show. Though the three are 
different, as they work together, they become closer. But when 
Terry’s grades begin to suffer, his mother wants him to stop 
working on the show. However, with the support of friends and 
family, Terry finds a solution. This story is thematically similar 
to Jerry Craft’s New Kid (2019) but is simpler and presented with 
less polish. Still, the friendships and family interactions are real-
istic, and the colorful drawings pair well with a story where art 
is a major component. Rani and Rick are brown-skinned, Xan-
der presents White, and characters in both Terry’s school and 
neighborhood are diverse.

A worthwhile read, especially for kids with grand aspira-
tions of their own. (Graphic novel. 8-12)
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THE LITTLE BOOK OF JOY
Dalai Lama & Desmond Tutu
Illus. by Rafael López
Crown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-0-593-48423-4  

From two Nobel Peace Prize winners, 
an invitation to look past sadness and 

loneliness to the joy that surrounds us.
Bobbing in the wake of 2016’s heavyweight Book of Joy (2016), 

this brief but buoyant address to young readers offers an earnest 
insight: “If you just focus on the thing that is making / you sad, 
then the sadness is all you see. / But if you look around, you will / 
see that joy is everywhere.” López expands the simply delivered 
proposal in fresh and lyrical ways—beginning with paired scenes 
of the authors as solitary children growing up in very different 
circumstances on (as they put it) “opposite sides of the world,” 
then meeting as young friends bonded by streams of rainbow 
bunting and going on to share their exuberantly hued joy with a 
group of dancers diverse in terms of age, race, culture, and locale 
while urging readers to do the same. Though on the whole this 
comes off as a bit bland (the banter and hilarity that character-
ized the authors’ recorded interchanges are absent here) and their 
advice just to look away from the sad things may seem facile in 
view of what too many children are inescapably faced with, still, 
it’s hard to imagine anyone in the world more qualified to deliver 
such a message than these two. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Hundreds of pages of unbridled uplift boiled down to 40. 
(Picture book. 6-8)

SIMON THE HUGGER
Davids, Stacy B.
Illus. by Ana Sebastián
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5064-8308-5  

Consent is key.
Simon the sloth loves to hug. He hugs family, friends, trees, 

rocks, even himself. One day, while Simon is playing with his 
best friend, Elsa the jaguar, she tells him she doesn’t feel like 
being hugged. Simon is confused, but Elsa is firm. Other friends 
also decline Simon’s hugs, even when he offers them in celebra-
tion. When he arrives at a birthday party, he immediately hugs a 
young tamarin, who screams, “No!” The other guests make their 
disapproval clear. Dejected, Simon makes a sign—“Please hug 
me!”—and stands waiting. His only taker is Ricky the porcu-
pine. As Ricky leans in, Simon realizes that for the first time 
he doesn’t want a hug. Undismayed, Ricky offers a fist bump 
instead. Realizing that both parties must agree to a hug, Simon 
eventually makes up with Elsa following a brief episode in which 
he cares for her after she injures her paw. Though the cutesy, 
cartoonish illustrations are serviceable and the story is nothing 
special, it makes the topic of consent easy to grasp, especially 
for those encountering the subject for the first time. Davids 

ends with a discussion guide for grown-ups fielding questions 
from young readers, encouraging “a supportive, nonjudgmental 
manner” and including the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Net-
work’s website in case “unexpected disclosures” come up. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Fills a need, though only by basic standards. (Picture book. 
3-6)

THE BRIDGE BATTLE 
Davies, Jacqueline
Illus. by Cara Llewellyn
Clarion/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-358-69299-7 
Series: The Lemonade War, 6 

The summer following the events of 
The Lemonade War (2007) is one of literal 
as well as figurative bridge building for 
sibs Evan and Jessie.

Prickly 9-year-old Jessie is initially disgusted, as instead of 
being enrolled in a summer camp for young engineers, she’s rele-
gated to “How to Make and Decorate Fairy Houses”—worse yet, 
she joins a trio of mean third grade girls led by nemesis Becky. 
For easygoing fifth grader Evan, it’s summer school, where he’s 
not only singled out for remedial tutoring, but has accidentally 
been placed with older middle schoolers with an established 
pecking order and Reed, a vicious bully, at the top. Unsurpris-
ingly, in short order Jessie has hijacked her class, efficiently leav-
ing Becky on the outside but leading everyone else in a seminar 
on bridge design and construction (learning along the way to 
tolerate the occasional toy troll or other nonscientific embel-
lishment). Evan has a harder time as he battles powerful twin 
urges to stand with classmate Stevie, Reed’s favorite victim, or 
stand by to fit into the established social order. Making the bet-
ter, if perhaps not safer, choice leads to a climactic brush with 
disaster…but with some timely help from a surprising source, 
Reed is ultimately sent packing in a satisfactory way. As before, 
it’s the interplay between Jessie’s fierce intellect and Evan’s 
emotional intelligence that resolves issues and boosts this series 
from good to great. Characters read White.

An unusually nuanced exploration of bullying; as percep-
tive as it is entertaining. (Fiction. 9-13)

THE GHOST TREE
Deen, Natasha
Illus. by Lissy Marlin
Random House (112 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  $12.99 PLB  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-0-593-48887-4
978-0-593-48888-1 PLB 
Series: Spooky Sleuths, 1 

A spooky adventure rooted in Guya-
nese folklore.

“An unusually nuanced exploration of bullying; 
as perceptive as it is entertaining.”

the bridge battle
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“Inspiring and bold.”
viva’s voice

It’s a good thing that fourth grader Asim Macinroy loves 
creepy stuff, because the new island town his family has moved 
to—Lion’s Gate, Washington—is one weird place, from the 
mysterious lab where his mom and dad work to the strange 
lights and hovering objects at night, not to mention the mon-
strous-looking tree in the cemetery. Asim quickly finds himself 
befriended by Rokshar Kaya, who aspires to be a scientist and 
cultivates a far more skeptical attitude toward the supernatural 
than Asim. But when the tree appears to be infecting people 
and turning them mean, including their beloved teacher Mx. 
Hudson, who is nonbinary, the duo work together to come up 
with a solution. A promising start to a new series, this simple, 
fast-paced illustrated chapter book nicely blends scientific 
processes with folklore—Asim’s mother, who is Guyanese 
(his father presents White), tells Asim about Dutchman trees, 
said to be inhabited by human spirits. The tale is never overly 
frightening, and the open-endedness of the story is especially 
effective, leaving readers to decide what really happened and 
whether they are Team Asim or Team Rokshar or somewhere in 
between. The author’s note offers a compelling description of 
the folklore of the silk cotton tree that inspired the story, giving 
a glimpse into history and culture. Illustrations depict Rokshar 
as brown-skinned and Mx. Hudson as light-skinned.

An easy, breezy read with just the right amount of chills. 
(Fiction. 6-10)

CARMEN
del Mazo, Margarita
Illus. by Concha Pasamar
Trans. by Jon Brokenbrow
Cuento de Luz (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-84-18302-76-3  

The dark story of Carmen retold as a 
disquieting coming-of-age tale.

An unnamed 9-year-old boy narrates, announcing that he 
always carries a special ball, and though he hates fighting, he’ll 
do so if anyone takes it. He introduces his hero and friend Don 
José, a corporal in the Dragon Regiment of Alcalá, who, the nar-
rator tells us, is a real dragon (he mostly appears as a man until 
later in the story). The boy also describes his plan to marry his 
beautiful, free-spirited neighbor Carmen when he grows up. 
Don José falls in love with Carmen, but his obsessive behavior 
leads to violence and tragedy. The innocent boy watches events 
unfold and in the end is left deeply disillusioned. The action is 
depicted as dance movements from Carmen as choreographed 
by the Spanish National Dance Company; the art portrays 
death and violence, and sexuality is implied. Complex black-
and-white illustrations with touches of subtle color—bright 
splashes of red in Carmen’s costume and her signature rose, the 
green dragon in varying sizes, and the always-present brown 
ball—highlight and inform the text, translated from Spanish. In 
a few illustrations, Carmen and the dragon are shown as dolls, 
potentially causing some confusion. The boy shares profound, 
hard-won insights on the nature of love, though young readers 

might need to share this tale with a reassuring grown-up to 
fully understand it. Characters are light-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Difficult, disturbing, and shocking but worth the effort. 
(Picture book. 9-12)

VIVA’S VOICE
Donoso, Raquel
Illus. by Carlos Vélez
Kind World Publishing (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-1-63894-006-7  

When a boisterous Latine girl learns 
to direct her energy toward justice, she finds how much her 
voice is needed.

Viva’s mighty voice shakes the playground and sometimes 
overpowers others. Viva also has a loving family, including her 
beloved Papi, who has a quiet voice but drives a loud city bus. 
Viva loves to join Papi on his route whenever she can, until one 
day she can’t because Papi and his fellow bus drivers are going 
on strike for better working conditions. But Viva begs to join 
her Papi on the picket line, as it seems like just the place for her 
big voice—“I know how to make lots of noise,” she says. Viva 
loves the energy of the picket line, and her enthusiasm helps 
give Papi the boost he needs to speak up for himself and his 
fellow workers. Inspired by the author’s own experiences on 
a picket line with her father, Viva’s story reminds us all of the 
power of our voice when used to help elevate the voices of oth-
ers. Colorful illustrations expertly render Viva’s enthusiasm and 
her father’s trepidation, depict the bustling, diverse community 
that Viva calls home, and give a strong sense of place. Though 
the location is never specified in the text, small details in the 
illustrations evoke the author’s childhood home of Los Angeles. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Inspiring and bold. (author’s note, discussion questions) 
(Picture book. 3-8)

ODE TO A NOBODY
DuBois, Caroline Brooks
Holiday House (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-8234-5156-2  

A tornado influences Quinn to 
become a poet during an already unsta-
ble eighth grade year.

Quinn’s older brother, the star of the 
family, has left for college; her parents 
are constantly arguing, possibly over 

her terrible grades; and her longtime (and once best) friend, 
Jack, who shares her love for skateboarding and gaming, seems 
more interested in Jade, the new girl in town. What else could 
go wrong this year? A tornado that rips through her house. It’s 
also National Poetry Month, and Quinn’s English class has been 
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tasked to write a poem a day; her poems become the basis of this 
work. Told in segments taking place before, during, and after the 
tornado and in a variety of formats, the verse not only reflects 
all the changes in the presumably White 13-year-old’s life, but 
how she’s reacting to them internally. Amid the chaos, there are 
beautiful turns of phrase (“Houses spill themselves into yards, 
/ cough their curtains out their windows / as if they’ve grown 
tired of their people”) and moments of kindness when Quinn’s 
community rallies together. She realizes that the force of the 
tornado has altered her in more ways than one, encouraging her 
to become a poet, set new goals, make new friends, and adapt 
to family shifts. In turn, as Quinn learns the process of writing, 
readers follow her own life revisions.

A blend of lovely writing and insightful middle school 
dynamics. (Verse novel. 9-13)

HOW TO FEED 
BACKYARD BIRDS
A Step-by-Step Guide 
for Kids
Earley, Chris
Firefly (48 pp.) 
$19.95 | $9.95 paper | Aug. 15, 2022
978-0-228-10401-8
978-0-2281-0376-9 paper

How and what to feed avian guests, with a gallery of com-
mon North American species.

Getting feathered visitors to hold still is a perennial prob-
lem for budding bird-watchers, but bird feeders offer oppor-
tunities for observation. Earley provides helpful suggestions 
aplenty—from types of feeders, including specialized designs 
and homemade ones constructed of plastic bottles or craft 
materials, to popular seeds and other foods like suet, fruit, and, 
with a recipe, an appetizing peanut butter spread. The author 
acknowledges the squirrel problem and offers clever strategies 
for foiling these fiendishly ingenious foragers (such as spring-
loaded feeders); he also notes ways to dissuade finches, starlings, 
and other more aggressive birds to give shyer species places on 
the perch. And, as a sort of stretch goal, Earley provides guid-
ance on persuading bolder sorts to feed out of an observer’s 
hand. All the birds depicted throughout chowing down in the 
close-up color photos are identified, and the common types 
posing in the appended gallery also come with lists of distinc-
tive physical characteristics. Occasional naturalistic touches, 
like an image of a woodpecker eying a well-chewed animal car-
cass, underscore the message that birds are almost always quite 
able to find food on their own; still, Earley makes clear that 
backyard bird-watching is easy, fun, and educational.

An engaging invitation to see nature in action right outside 
the window. (index) (Nonfiction. 8-10)

TOO EARLY 
Ericson, Nora
Illus. by Elly MacKay
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-4197-4207-1  

Rise and shine for a starting-the-day 
read.

Bedtime books abound, but this win-
ning title invites readers into the morning 

routine of its characters. The child narrator rises before dawn, 
prompting Daddy to declare, “Too early.” Both parents caution, 

“Shhhh, don’t wake the baby.” At this point, illustrations are com-
posed of gorgeous blue, gray, and black washes and linework, a 
palette evoking the still, predawn hour. While Mama stays in 
bed, Daddy and child pass stretching doggies on their way to 
the kitchen to make one mug of coffee and another of steamed 
milk. The pair sit on the porch, with the moon still overhead, 
snuggling as the world awakens. Readers may notice warm col-
ors beginning to hint at the culminating sunrise that will con-
clude the book; before that, however, the quiet yet potent text 
engages other senses by describing rustling leaves, cooing birds, 
and, finally, the baby crying. Once everyone is up and rushing to 
ready themselves for the day, the child muses, “It won’t feel so 
early anymore.” The early morning stillness is clearly something 
this new big sibling savors, including when Mama and baby join 
them outside to enjoy the golden warm sunrise. Mama and the 
child appear to be people of color; Daddy presents White. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Cozy, sumptuous, and stirring—the perfect way to greet 
the dawn. (Picture book. 2-6)

A LEOPARD DIARY
My Journey Into the Hidden 
World of a Mother and Her 
Cubs
Eszterhas, Suzi
Owlkids Books (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-77147-491-7  

A gifted animal photographer records 
encounters with a wild leopard and her 

offspring.
Along with personal reactions and memories, Eszterhas 

offers hints of how a wildlife photographer gets the money 
shots (“After a couple hours, we heard rustling sounds at the 
den”) as she distills “thousands of photos” into a few dozen. 
Eszterhas made a series of visits to the Jao Reserve in Botswana, 
over time observing two different litters from the same mother 
(known as the Camp Female). With help from Kambango Sin-
imbo, a local guide who contributes to a closing Q&A about his 
work, the author not only catches the mother leopard both in 
majestic repose and gracefully slinking out to hunt, but also 
patiently grooming her cubs and even in midair when a branch 
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on which she’s lounging suddenly snaps. And, besides tracking 
the growing cubs as they tussle at various ages, Eszterhas treats 
readers to views of one helpless newborn cannily stashed for a 
while in the camp’s bathroom to keep it safe from predators and 
an older one plopped down on a comfy bed of elephant poop. 
Shots of the camp and of elephants and other occasional wild 
visitors add color. Kambango, who is Black, and the author, 
who is White, both appear in photos in the book. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Fascinating reading and viewing for younger prey—er, ani-
mal lovers. (glossary) (Informational picture book. 7-9)

NIGHT LUNCH
Fan, Eric
Illus. by Dena Seiferling
Tundra Books (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-0-7352-7057-2  

A nighttime lunch leaves readers 
filled with vocabulary words.

Subtly toned digital illustrations welcome readers to a nos-
talgia-tinged town where a horse pulls the “Night Owl” cart to 
provide meals for the nocturnal animal residents. The chef, a 
literal owl, prepares different meals for different creatures: A 
fox in a top hat dines on a mince pie, while a badger snacks on 
a sandwich and fries, moths devour eggs, and a possum with a 
passel of joeys purchases puddings. At the foot of each page, a 
short sentence appears underneath the illustration and fre-
quently includes an unfamiliar word crying out to be defined, 
repeated, and memorized, such as aglow, shuffle, sizzling, and 
brightening. They’re not wholly unusual words, but they may be 
unfamiliar enough that a good storyteller will be able to coax 
a few open-ended questions out of the tale. The illustrations 
have a scratch-art or pen-and-ink vibe that feels part Sendak 
and part Gorey, with the slightest dash of Van Allsburg thrown 
in for good measure. Adults and children alike who appreciate a 
quiet read will enjoy the subtle nuances of the book and the soft 
warmth of the characters. This is a good choice for a pajama 
storytime or bedtime tale, though it may leave readers craving 
their own midnight snacks. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A tasty little treat. (Picture book. 4-8)

WELCOME TO FERAL
Fearing, Mark
Holiday House (240 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-8234-4865-4 
Series: Frights From Feral, 1 

Feral is probably a nice town to live 
in—so long as you stay away from the play-
ground tube slide after dark, that broken 
down ice cream truck in the woods, and 
the (shudder) middle school’s basement.

As collected and retold by deceptively genial local archivist 
Freya, the five incidents here mostly involve tweens doing some-
thing they may, or more likely may not, live to regret. For failing 
to turn in a book report, Agatha finds herself serving detention 
in a dim, doorless basement room where the clock ticks…but 
the time never changes. Likewise, Keller and Landon nerve 
themselves to dive into an old, twisty slide (despite the eerie 
screams that issue forth)…and have yet to emerge. “Your ice 
cream—it’s moving,” turn out to be a hiker’s last words as she 
and two friends become tasty snacks for a trio of toothy, tenta-
cled horrors. And in the final tale, a troop of Ferret scouts turn 
the tables on their new troop leader, an overconfident vampire. 
Readers can track these episodes and anticipate others thanks 
to an opening map with lots of suggestive labels (“unidentified 
ruins,” “bog beast sightings,” etc.). In contrast to the popeyed 
young folk who have an ordinary look and come in a mix of skin 
colors and body types, the adult humans tend to be—or sud-
denly change into—menacing, green-skinned monsters. The 
more gruesome bits, though, are largely left for imaginations 
to supply.

Thrill-seeking readers will be eager to visit. (Graphic para-
normal. 8-12)

THE TIDAL POOL OF COOL
Ferry, Beth
Illus. by Jared Chapman
HarperAlley (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-06-296216-4 
Series: Crab & Snail, 2 

When best buddies Crab and Snail’s 
search for cool things on the beach 
leaves them empty-handed, they find a 
way to make their own fun.

The duo set out on their daily beach exploration but are dis-
appointed when they don’t find anything. All the cool stuff must 
have ended up in Starfish’s awesome tidal pool, they realize, and 
though they wish they could hang out with her, they decide that 
they are definitely not cool enough, even after several failed 
attempts at coolness, including getting ice cream (“Ice cream 
will keep us cool and make us look really cool”), donning cos-
tumes, and wearing sunglasses. Frustrated yet determined, they 
keep searching until the perfect idea strikes and they discover 
that having fun, especially with friends (Starfish included!), is 
way better than being cool anyway. Simple, colorful illustra-
tions and funny (and punny) jokes throughout add hilarity and 
buoyancy to this second installment in the series aimed at bur-
geoning readers. A sprinkle of oceanic trivia, plus some deeply 
introspective questions by Snail, and an appearance by Isabel, 
the invisible whale featured in the first volume, add layers and 
complexity to this wacky, bighearted story. Ferry has a knack for 
concealing thought-provoking concepts in deceptively simple 
stories, and this newest offering definitely continues that trend.

A surefire hit for almost any emerging reader. (Graphic fict-
ion. 5-8)
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HEX ALLEN
And the Clanksmiths
Florentine, Jasmine
Illus. by Ebony Glenn
The Innovation Press (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-943147-77-9 
Series: Hex Allen, 1 

In a magical world, 12-year-old Hex 
Allen is used to being Undeveloped, or 
someone without magic. 

Her family accepts and supports her, especially her 6-year-
old brother, Spanner, who loves the stories she tells about No 
Magic Girl that include descriptions of her clever inventions. 
But Hex knows that she can never really be independent with-
out magic—and her only chance to gain magical abilities is to 
visit the Wishing Wyrm, a volcano-dwelling dragon who lives 
in the middle of the Great Barren, a desert enveloped in a per-
petual sandstorm. Approximately once a century, the storm 
ceases, offering people the chance to receive a single wish from 
the dragon. Fortunately, the timing is right, and the sandstorm 
clears. On her journey to find the Wishing Wyrm, Hex joins Fuse 
and Cam, two fellow Undevelopeds who teach her about clank, 
their name for nonmagical laws of nature—in other words, sci-
ence. The Clanksmiths show her that there’s a lot more to the 
world than casting spells, and Hex wonders if wishing to be 
magical is really the right choice. Florentine’s STEM-positive 
debut is a delight. The story drives home the fact that science 
is all around us, and we only have to use some imagination, trial, 
and error to apply it to reality. Hex and Cam read as Black; Fuse 
has olive skin and turquoise hair.

A beautiful story of discovering science and self. (map, 
Hex’s sketchbook with science project instructions) (Adven-
ture. 8-12)

ROAD TRIP!
Camping With the Four 
Vagabonds: Thomas Edison, 
Henry Ford, Harvey Firestone, 
and John Burroughs
Friddell, Claudia
Illus. by Jeremy Holmes
Calkins Creek/Astra Books for Young 
Readers (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-68437-272-0  

Three titans of industry (and one writer) rough it.
Inventor Thomas Edison and car manufacturer Henry Ford 

are tired from their jobs making “life easier for others.” They 
decide to go on vacation and motor off to explore the coun-
try in one of Ford’s Model T’s. They invite along their friend 
nature writer John Burroughs; the next summer, Ford and Edi-
son take another trip, this time with tire kingpin Harvey Fires-
tone. Finally, all four of them decide to travel together, and the 

foursome innovate the road trip. The book describes the places 
they visited, the activities they enjoyed, and how these stuffy 
old figures from history “acted more like kids at camp than men 
on vacation.” Busy illustrations in a muted palette, reminiscent 
of sepia films highlighted with green and orange, help make 
this feel like an old-timey movie. While some children, espe-
cially those with an interest in history, will get a kick out of this 
lighthearted but informational text, the niche topic will limit 
its audience. Furthermore, the overall cheerful tone means that 
Henry Ford—an outspoken Nazi sympathizer admired greatly 
by Adolf Hitler—comes off as a peculiar but lovable gentleman, 
a complicated authorial choice. Extensive backmatter includes 
photographs, a map, and further anecdotes from the foursome’s 
joint vacations, which stretched over a decade. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

This car-centered history lesson is a lemon. (afterword, 
bibliography, further resources, photo credits) (Informational 
picture book. 5-9)

STOPPING BY WOODS 
ON A SNOWY EVENING 
Frost, Robert
Illus. by P.J. Lynch
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-5362-2914-1  

A picture-book adaptation of Frost’s pensive poem.
Its four rhyming quatrains are divided into six couplets 

interleaved with several wordless double spreads; the last four 
lines each appear on a separate page. Notably, Lynch visually 
subverts several of the poem’s customary narrative interpreta-
tions, depicting a young, light-skinned rider astride a dappled 
gray horse. While the poem’s line “He gives his harness bells 
a shake” implies a horse-drawn wagon, Lynch supplies a bell-
trimmed bridle instead. Such innovations shift the poem’s 
authorial voice away from that of the venerable poet, adding a 
fresh layer of mystery to the purpose of this traveler’s journey. 
The narrator’s clothing, suggestive of the late 19th or early 20th 
century, includes a long dress, a belted jacket, a sturdy, wide-
brimmed hat, and thick work gloves; a bedroll is stowed behind 
the saddle. Where the poem mildly personifies the horse, who 

“must think it queer / To stop without a farmhouse near,” Lynch 
depicts the dismounted rider fondly cradling the animal’s head 
as twin puffs of breath exit his nostrils. Belying this “darkest 
evening of the year,” Lynch illuminates the blue-grays of snow-
laden conifers and frozen lake with a pallid gold winter sunset 
and a fleeting moon. Variable perspective—from bird’s-eye to 
close-up—bestows a quasi-cinematic sense as the coming dawn 
draws the rider’s furtive look. Endpapers bracket the journey, 
from twilit village to sunup, horse and rider long gone. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Lovely pictures newly elucidate this renowned, euphoni-
ous work. (Picture book/poetry. 5-10)

“Lovely pictures newly elucidate this renowned, euphonious work.”
stopping by woods on a snowy evening
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A HEAD FULL OF BIRDS
Garibal, Alexandra
Illus. by Sibylle Delacroix
Trans. by Vineet Lal
Eerdmans (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-0-8028-5596-1  

A young boy befriends a girl with “a 
head full of birds.”

At first, Noah does nothing to stop his classmates when they 
ridicule Nanette, who can stare for hours at a spider’s web and 
who “rocks back and forth, to and fro / fluttering her fingers like 
butterflies.” But when Noah goofs off in class, he is told to sit 
next to Nanette. Noah observes Nanette, and he sees the beauty 
in the way she interacts with the world, whether it’s setting col-
ored paper boats afloat in the gutter or removing her boots to 
splash in the rain in the schoolyard. Noah and Nanette become 
friends who explore the worlds in their minds together. Trans-
lated from French, this third-person narrative has a straightfor-
ward quality. There are plenty of details but also ample space 
for readers to fill in their own. Soft colored-pencil illustrations 
use shading, composition, and primary colors to direct the eye 
and highlight Nanette, who seems to almost glow in her yel-
low rain slicker. Textual clues point to Nanette’s neurodiversity, 
although no specifics are named. Unfortunately, readers never 
get a sense of Nanette’s perspective; she feels less like a fully 
realized character and more like an inspirational catalyst for 
Noah’s character development—a choice that centers a neuro-
typical point of view. Both characters are light-skinned. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A visually appealing but ultimately one-sided friendship 
story. (Picture book. 4-8)

NOOR AND BOBBY
Gay-Para, Praline
Illus. by Lauranne Quentric
Trans. by Alyson Waters
Yonder (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-63206-327-4  

A child searches for an abandoned dog.
Noor, a boy with dark hair and skin the color of the page, 

lives with his family in an apartment building. The neighbors 
have all left, and only a woman on the sixth floor remains. Each 
morning, Noor waits for her to walk her dog—whom he secretly 
names Bobby—“dreaming that some day they’ll play together.” 
One morning, a taxi is waiting for her, and Noor is sad she 
will take Bobby with her. But then Noor sees Bobby waiting 
on the curb as the cab departs. When Bobby chases the taxi, 
Noor runs after him. He urgently searches for Bobby, along the 
way performing acts of kindness as he frees a bird trapped in 
barbed wire and provides shelter for a cat who has just given 
birth. In this book translated from the French, Gay-Para never 
uses the word war, though her text clearly describes a ravaged 

city—“Behind a wounded wall”; “Noor climbs atop a pile of 
stones, steps over rubble.” Quentric’s paper-cut collage illustra-
tions and choice of colors for the buildings—gray and brown—
keep the focus on Noor and the animals he encounters. The 
result is a simple tale that hints at the devastation of military 
conflict yet exudes optimism; with context from educators or 
caregivers, this one could be a jumping-off point for larger con-
versations.(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A hopeful story laced with complex themes of destruction 
that centers a child’s love and kindness. (Picture book. 4-8)

RORY AND THE MAGICAL 
MIX-UPS
George, Kallie
Illus. by Lorena Alvarez Gómez
Disney-Hyperion (80 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-368-05739-4 
Series: Bibbidi Bobbidi Academy, 1 

Rory’s attempts at spellcasting often 
go awry, but a new school and new friends 

help her see that there is more to being a great fairy godmother 
than what she can do with her wand.

Though Rory can spell different words, casting magical 
spells is a different story: “What she wanted to spell with her 
wand and what came out of her wand never matched.” When 
she tries to conjure up socks, she ends up with rocks. When she 
wants new, she gets blue. The other students at Bibbidi Bob-
bidi Academy for godmothers- and godfathers-in-training don’t 
seem to have any of the same problems, and Rory’s spelling 
only gets a little better with practice. But when Rory and two 
classmates must help a lonely boy as their first magical assign-
ment, Rory realizes that her spelling troubles won’t necessar-
ily keep her from being good at granting wishes. The author’s 
play on the idea of spelling will be amusing to readers who are 
still learning to spell with letters rather than a wand, and Rory’s 
excitement and nervousness will resonate with many children. 
Energetic illustrations, often incorporating images from nature, 
feature cheerful, vivid colors and delicately drawn scenes. Rory 
has brown skin and dark hair; her school is diverse.

An effervescent, adorable series opener. (Fantasy. 5-8)

LITTLE HEARTS
Finding Hearts in Nature
Ghigna, Charles
Illus. by Jacqueline East
Red Comet Press (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-63655-030-5  

Love and hearts are all around. Just stop and look.
Gentle rhymes and illustrations with the look of soft 

watercolors primarily in pastel colors are a perfect fit for this 
sensitive exploration of nature. Four animal friends—a fox, a 

“A hopeful story laced with complex themes of destruction 
that centers a child’s love and kindness.”

noor and bobby
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bear, a rabbit, and a wild piglet—visit the woods, the shore, the 
meadow, and a farmer’s field to find a world “full of little hearts. / 
Each one a sign of love.” The book’s endpapers contain maps to 
help readers trace the friends’ journey, and a dotted line on the 
back endpaper map charts the quartet’s path. Hearts abound 
in this tale—strawberries, seashells, and ladybugs all resemble 
the shape—as do sensory references (the “smell of roses in the 
air,” “Puffy clouds go drifting by, / Oh what a dreamy sight!”). 
The friends also discover pairs of birds snuggled up to create a 
heart shape, a spider who spins a heart-shaped web, and butter-
flies flying off in a heart-shaped group. Alliteration and simple, 
elegant rhymes (“A sweet bouquet of butterflies. / We wave as 
they depart”) create a pleasing melody and fun read-aloud. Lit-
tle ones will eagerly snuggle up to enjoy this with a cherished 
caregiver; it also makes a wonderful option for a small-group 
storytime to allow close inspection of the illustrations. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A joyful friendship tale begging to be read on Valentine’s 
Day or before a thoughtful nature walk or even a nap. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

THE PENGUIN WHO 
WAS COLD
Giordano, Philip
Tra Publishing (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-7353115-1-7  

A chilly bird with tropical seas on the 
brain sets out to find some warmth.

Children’s books love to tap into 
the sensation of feeling different from 
the pack. Milo is no exception. One 

day the little penguin wakes up and realizes that he is, in fact, 
quite cold. He also realizes that he is alone in this feeling, as 
seemingly every other penguin thoroughly enjoys the ice and 
the snow. After Milo balks at the prospect of diving into the 
freezing sea, a friendly whale offers to take him somewhere 
new. The game little penguin hitches a ride and, on a tropical 
island, is delighted to find a flock of friendly birds. Upon leaving, 
he is presented with a scarf of warm feathers, a gift he shares 
with another cold little penguin back home. The story of find-
ing your community and then returning to find others like you 
has a timely feel. The true lure of the book, however, comes in 
Giordano’s geometric art style. Penguins are little more than 
circles and rectangles, artfully constructed to resemble birds. 
The whale is all curves, while a tortoise sports triangles on their 
shell. From the multicolored splendor of the island to the black 
and white of the Antarctic to the brilliant blue of the sea, the 
storyline and the accompanying images are suffused with com-
fort. Backmatter provides further info on penguins and penguin 
life. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Warm as a feathered hug. (penguin facts) (Picture book. 3-5)

MY FADE IS FRESH 
Grant, Shauntay
Illus. by Kitt Thomas
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-38708-5  

A girl arrives at the barbershop with 
hair everywhere and leaves with the freshest fade.

The adventure starts when the narrator walks into the bar-
bershop, where Black folks are working, styling, sitting, and 
talking. The child sits and asks for “THE FRESHEST FADE 
UP ON THE BLOCK!” Instead of getting right to it, the hair-
dresser suggests other options—a trim, an Afro, cornrows— 
and cuts bit by bit. As the girl’s hair slowly gets shorter, other 
patrons suggest different options, like spikes, twists, or locs. 
Time passes as the suggestions keep pouring in, and the hair-
dresser and the child’s mother become visibly distressed. Finally, 
it all comes to an end when the child’s hair is short enough for 
her to say, “Just line me up.” The rhyming text is great fun to 
read, with perfect rhythm and style, though at times it can be 
slightly difficult to tell who is talking. The call and response 
detailing myriad creative Black hairstyles is both a humorous 
romp and a glorious celebration of Black beauty. The gentle 
message of a girl choosing her own look despite others’ attach-
ment to her long hair is neither lost nor overdone. Thomas’ 
illustrations attend to every detail and exude energy, commu-
nity, and warmth as they cycle through interesting characters 
and the narrator’s many different looks en route to her chosen 
fade. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This fun, powerful, and empowering tale belongs on every 
shelf. (Picture book. 3-8)

MY BROTHER IS AWAY
Greenwood, Sara
Illus. by Luisa Uribe
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-0-593-12716-2
978-0-593-12717-9 PLB  

A child lives far apart from their incarcerated older brother.
The narrator peers into their older brother’s empty bed-

room with a despondent look. “Sometimes I stand in his quiet 
room and pretend he’s not really gone.” Grappling with the 
weight of his incarceration amid questions from curious class-
mates, the child experiences anger, embarrassment, and pain. 
But their bond is a strong one, and memories remind the pro-
tagonist of happier times: a contented smile as the pair snug-
gled up and read together, arms flung wide with joy during starlit 
strolls together. The juxtaposition of these different sentiments 
helps to illuminate the narrator’s reality, particularly when they 
and their parents make the long drive to see the child’s brother 
in prison. When they finally reconnect with a warm embrace, 
the main character realizes that other kids are also in the vis-
iting room, reuniting with their incarcerated family members. 
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Greenwood (who in an author’s note says that she grew up with 
an incarcerated brother) describes these experiences in simple, 
poignant language ideal for a range of readers. Also notewor-
thy is Uribe’s moving artwork; both detailed and restrained, 
the illustrations bolster the sensitive plot. In the author’s note, 
Greenwood offers readers reassurance: “If someone you love 
is in prison, I want you to know you aren’t alone, either.” The 
child and their family are light-skinned. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An accessible, validating narrative about the impact of 
incarceration within families. (Picture book. 4-10)

GARVEY IN THE DARK
Grimes, Nikki
Wordsong/Astra Books for Young 
Readers (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-63592-526-5  

The protagonist of Garvey’s Choice 
(2016) faces world-altering challenges.

In Grimes’ earlier book, Garvey, a 
young Black boy, found his courageous 
voice in the school chorus and con-

nected with his sports-obsessed father. Relying again on the 
poetic form of tanka, this elegant verse novel sees Garvey and 
his family seeking to push through the maelstrom of life in 2020. 
Not only is Covid-19 sweeping the world (“The Invisible Beast,” 
as Garvey terms it), things are exacerbated by the continued 
presence of anti-Black violence as global communities lift up in 
protest the names of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. School 
is now driven by laptop cameras and screen time. Everyone is 
home now except for Dad, whose work installing Wi-Fi may 
expose him to threats that the entire family must take seriously. 
The stress builds, affecting everyone. The public outlets that 
Garvey discovered to fuel his happiness just aren’t available to 
him like before, when things were “normal.” Grimes conveys 
many of the elements specific to Black life in 2020, focusing on 
how families adapted to Covid, not knowing whether a lasting 
resolution would arrive. Though this story feels a little rushed 
compared with the first installment, it nevertheless tackles 
themes of family, friendship, grief, and coping with injustice 
and will inspire dialogue about this chaotic period as well as a 
sense of hope and healing.

A way for young people to reflect on a troubled time. (note 
about tanka) (Verse novel. 8-13)

ANNE
An Adaptation of Anne of 
Green Gables (Sort of)
Gros, Kathleen
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(304 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-06-305765-4  

Anne Shirley’s life changes forever 
when she is taken in by brother and sis-
ter Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert, resi-

dents of the bustling Avon-Lea apartment complex. 
While the staid Cuthberts expected a younger foster child, 

they slowly warm to 12-year-old Anne. She settles in and quickly 
discovers friends, passions, and a crush. Anne experiences true 
belonging for the first time and comes into her own even as her 
impulsive and imaginative nature gets her into trouble. Includ-
ing the titular heroine’s most infamous hijinks—feuding with 
classmate Gilbert Blythe, dyeing her hair green, and longing for 
a dress with puffed sleeves, among others—Gros takes a great-
est-hits approach, which results in the story’s lacking much of 
the complexity that makes these adventures work in Montgom-
ery’s classic. Anne, as presented here, lacks some of the spark 
and quirk that made her character so appealing, although cer-
tain updates work successfully, such as her traumatizing expe-
riences in the foster care system and a low-key exploration of 
her feelings of same-sex attraction. The art is simple and boldly 
colored, with expressions and actions that at times add humor 
and emotion and at others look stiff. The medium of comics 
is utilized within the story itself: Anne is a zine-maker, and 
instructions for how to make zines are integrated into the text. 
The main characters read White; the supporting cast is racially 
diverse. 

A sweet but too pat adaptation. (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

ARCHIBALD FINCH AND THE 
CURSE OF THE PHOENIX
Guyon, Michel
Illus. by Zina  Kostich
Andrews McMeel Publishing (464 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-1-5248-7136-9 
Series: Archibald Finch, 2 

A cruel ancient conflict between 
Earth and a hidden dimension involving 
witches and monsters continues in this 

second installment of the Archibald Finch series. 
One year after 11-year-old Archibald escaped Lemurea, an 

underworld where witches are hiding, he returns to find Faery-
dae, the only person who can help him catch the Marodor that 
followed him home. Faerydae refuses to leave, but Archibald 
tricks and abducts her, bringing her back to Earth with him. To 
make matters worse, the Orbatrum, a device that opens portals 
between their realms, breaks, leaving Faerydae no choice but to 
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confront the Marodor and the world she left behind centuries 
ago if she wants to get back home. On their hunt for the Mar-
odor, the all-White team of Archibald; his sister, Hailee; former 
thief Oliver; and Faerydae encounter a vicious witch hunter 
who has a beaklike nose. The large or hooked noses of other vil-
lains are a recurrent theme that evokes antisemitic stereotypes, 
in stark contrast to the explicit mention of Archibald’s small 
nose. The description of an antagonistic multiracial army of 
witches led by an African former child soldier stands out as the 
only direct representation of people of color. The characters’ 
magic includes elements from various cultures: golems, Roma-
nian animal spirits, and shamans (who are equated with wizards 
and sorcerers). Hailee, who likes boys, shopping, and fashion, is 
portrayed as unintelligent. Apart from all this, the plot itself is 
a chaos of tiring twists and turns.

Messy in execution and representation. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE RAVEN MOTHER
Gyetxw, Hetxw’ms (Brett D. Huson)
Illus. by Natasha Donovan
HighWater Press (32 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-77492-003-9 
Series: Mothers of Xsan, 6 

Values and practices of the British 
Columbian Gitxsan Nation are reflected 
in glimpses of a raven’s natural place and 
behavior in this latest series entry.

Nox Gaak, a mother raven, cares for two new chicks under 
a succession of moons with help from the flock—teaching them 
how to hunt and store food (while noting that forgotten caches 
can nourish and renew the woodland), stretching wings to soar 
acrobatically, and, beneath January’s “K’uhloxs,” or “Stories and 
Feasting Moon,” leading a wolf pack to a moose carcass that is 
too frozen for ravens to scavenge alone. A delectable descrip-
tion of Spring’s “hagwiltsum,” or salmon chowder, which 
includes “potatoes, onion, rice, seaweed and, more recently, a 
touch of curry,” is just one of the frequent references to cultural 
lifeways embedded in the natural history, and further detail 
about the Gitxsan Nation, presented with a map and a list of 
the annual cycle of moons, caps the narrative. Donovan’s illus-
trations are both stately and naturalistic, with the heavy lines 
and flatly applied colors of woodcuts. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A rich mix of nature and culture, pointing out connections 
between the two. (Informational picture book. 9-11)

WHAT WE SAW
Hahn, Mary Downing
Clarion/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-358-41441-4  

Two girls get swept up in a murder 
mystery in their small town.

It’s a hot summer, and 12-year-old 
Abbi and her best friend, Skylar, spend 
their days at the mall, the pool, and the 
library. When Skylar, the more daring of 

the duo, decides they should bike to the edge of town, a seedy 
area where the bullies from their school live, Abbi has reserva-
tions but says yes anyway. The discovery of a treehouse makes 
the journey worthwhile, and things become even more inter-
esting when they spot a mysterious man and woman meeting 
up just below. Are they Russian spies like Abbi imagines or just 
regular adults having an affair like Skylar’s dad did? The fun 
mystery turns serious, though, when the woman runs off into 
the menacing woods. When a beloved teacher goes missing, the 
friends piece together the information and have to figure out 
how to help without winding up in trouble with their parents, 
or worse. The prolific Hahn, particularly known for her eerie 
ghost stories, stays away from the supernatural in this quick-
paced tale but keeps the thrills coming. She expertly captures 
the feel of a small-town summer and tumultuous middle school 
friendships and never talks down to young readers or shies away 
from frank descriptions of real-world threats. Still, an optimis-
tic ending shows there is always light and joy to be found. The 
protagonists are cued White.

A chilling and thrilling addition to a beloved author’s oeu-
vre. (Thriller. 9-13)

WHAT’S UP, PUP?
How Our Furry Friends 
Communicate and What They 
Are Saying
Hamilton, Kersten
Illus. by Lili Chin
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-374-38919-2  

Dogs “speak” in body language—literally!
Sounds are involved in canine communications, certainly, 

but dogs mostly employ a series of movements to express them-
selves to guardians and other dogs, and they ingeniously use 
body parts—eyes, ears, paws, noses, faces, tongues, butts, legs, 
and tails—to say what they want to say. Additionally, where dogs 
happen to be at any given moment and the circumstances they 
find themselves in also figure into how pooches relay important 
messages. Dogs have much to tell us, and this book clarifies 
the basics of pupspeak effectively and humorously, getting its 
points across in simple, albeit clunky, verse. When necessary 
to make the rhyme scheme and rhythm work—and to enhance 

“A rich mix of nature and culture, pointing 
out connections between the two.”

the raven mother
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child friendliness—some words are occasionally substituted for 
familiar vocabulary; e.g., waggers for tails and sniffers for noses. 
Different type sizes and some words set in all capitals heighten 
visual interest. The lively, colorful illustrations have child appeal 
and feature frisky pups of various colors, sizes, and breeds; one 
particular large, yellow, curly-haired, red-leashed pet pooch 
plays a starring role. Stylized-looking humans are diverse in 
terms of race and age. Endpapers present an assortment of 
jaunty dogs “speaking.” Backmatter includes an author’s note, 
an explanation of the dog language used in the book, dog facts, 
and a bibliography. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An upbeat reminder that canine conversations are rich 
with meaning. (Informational picture book. 3-6)

THE BIG BOOK OF W.O.W.
Astounding Animals, Bizarre 
Phenomena, Sensational 
Space, and More Wonders of 
Our World
Hargrave, Kelly & Andrea Silen
National Geographic Kids (224 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $29.90 PLB  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-4263-7277-3
978-1-4263-7276-6 PLB  

A wide-ranging pictorial panorama of phenomenal sights 
from our world and beyond.

Often sacrificing size for sheer quantity, fresh sheaves of 
bright color photos—digital images aglow with saturated col-
ors—compete for attention with each page turn; the potential 
to elicit widened pupils in viewers seems the only criterion 
for inclusion. Grouped into nine broadly topical sections, the 
subjects range from spectacular geological formations and dra-
matic weather phenomena to wildlife (including blue whales, 
sharks, and exotic seahorses), skyscrapers and other manufac-
tured wonders of both the ancient and modern worlds, and rare 
sights, from an elephant with a prosthetic leg to a portrait of 
twin astronauts Mark and Scott Kelly. One chapter is devoted 
to mysteries, from unicorns and UFOs to Amelia Earhart’s fate. 
Nor is the sky the limit, as in another section, exoplanets and 
colliding galaxies swim into view. Quick spurts of well-caffein-
ated commentary, superimposed on the pictures or wedged in 
between, crank up the wow factor while adding the odd fact or 
contextual note. Though sustained exposure carries a risk of 
reader fatigue, there is likely something here to pique almost 
any sort of interest, even on a quick flip through.

Unusually broad and tailor-made for casual browsing. 
(index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

THE FROST FAIR
Hastings, Natasha
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-06-316127-6 
Series: The Miraculous Sweetmakers, 1 

A girl in 17th-century London enters 
a dangerous bargain to resurrect her 
deceased brother.

Since her twin, Arthur, died four 
years ago, 13-year-old Thomasina, a pale, 

brown-haired, gray-eyed girl, has blamed herself. After all, she 
challenged him to a race before he died of their shared afflic-
tion, which she later learns is called asthma. Filled with loss and 
guilt, she makes gingerbread for her family’s floundering sweet 
shop while running the house and caring for her grieving par-
ents. As the Great Frost grips London, a Frost Fair opens on 
the frozen River Thames, and Thomasina’s family sets up a stall 
there. Lured to the river one night by a blue light, Thomasina 
encounters Inigo, a peculiar stranger who offers to bring Arthur 
back to life if she will temporarily surrender her memories of 
him and make four visits to the Other Frost Fair where Father 
Winter, Frost Beasts, and Frost Folk gather. As her memories 
of Arthur fade, Thomasina discovers silvery snowflakes on her 
skin: Is she becoming one of the Frost Folk? Set against the 
backdrop of the Great Frost of 1683-84, the third-person narra-
tive conveys Thomasina’s consuming guilt, fear for her mother’s 
mental state, frustration with her father, longing to become a 
sweetmaker, and desperation to heal her family. Her harrow-
ing efforts to unlock the secrets of Inigo’s past and expose 
Father Winter’s demonic designs prove intriguing while chilling 
descriptions of the Other Frost Fair evoke the surreal.

A gripping, atmospheric, fantastical tale of atonement. 
(Fantasy. 9-12)

FLY
Hughes, Alison
Kids Can (200 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-5253-0583-2  

In this verse novel, Felix’s quest to 
save a perceived damsel in distress has 
dangerous but enlightening results.

Felix Landon Yarrow, whose initials 
resulted in the unfortunate nickname Fly, 
feels a deep connection to Don Quixote 
and fancies himself a knight in his own 

way, complete with steed (he uses a wheelchair due to “pro-
found” cerebral palsy), sidekick (Levi, his aide), damsel in need 
of rescue (Daria, his crush), and villain (school bully–turned–
drug dealer Carter). Often treated as though he’s not there or 
is incapable of understanding, Felix intends to use his powers 
of invisibility to prove his bravery when Carter begins to show 
interest in Daria. Bitingly sarcastic and darkly witty Felix is a 

“A gripping, atmospheric, fantastical tale of atonement.”
the frost fair
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deeply realized character from the beginning. Other charac-
ters are rounded out as Felix comes to understand them more 
deeply. Lyrical free verse lends itself well to the story, deftly 
conveying both action and Felix’s emotions and the space he 
perceives himself as occupying. Characters are mature and 
independent, and themes of being misunderstood, underes-
timated, and trapped by others’ preconceptions will resonate 
with many readers. Most characters, including Felix, are cued 
White; Daria is brown-skinned.

Sharp-edged verse and strong narrative construction 
frame a teen’s realizations about the world. (Fiction. 11-16)

THE SOUR GRAPE
John, Jory
Illus. by Pete Oswald
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-06-304541-5 
Series: Food Group 

A recovering curmudgeon narrates 
life lessons in the latest entry in the 

punny Food Group series.
Grape wasn’t always sour, as they explain in this origin story. 

Grape’s arc starts with an idyllic childhood within “a close-knit 
bunch” in a community of “about three thousand.” The sweet-
to-sour switch begins when Grape plans an elaborate birthday 
party to which no one shows up. Going from “sweet” to “bit-
ter,” “snappy,” and, finally, “sour,” Grape “scowled so much that 
my face got all squishy.” Minor grudges become major. An aha 
moment occurs when a run of bad luck makes Grape three 
hours late for a meetup with best friend Lenny, who’s just as 
acidic as Grape. After the irate lemon storms off, Grape recog-
nizes their own behavior in Lenny. Alone, Grape begins to enjoy 
the charms of a lovely evening. Once home, the fruit browses 
through a box of memorabilia, discovering that the old birthday 
party invitation provided the wrong date! “I realized nobody’s 
perfect. Not even me.” Remaining pages reverse the downturn 
as Grape observes that minor setbacks are easily weathered 
when the emphasis is on talking, listening, and working things 
out. Oswald’s signature illustrations depict Grape and company 
with big eyes and tiny limbs. The best sight gag occurs early: 
Grape’s grandparents are depicted as elegant raisins. The les-
sons are as valuable as in previous outings, and kids won’t mind 
the slight preachiness. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweet, good-hearted fun. (Picture book. 4-8)

HIDDEN ON THE HIGH WIRE
Kacer, Kathy
Second Story Press (216 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-1-77260-251-7 
Series: Holocaust Remembrance Series 
for Young Readers, 20 

A young Jewish high-wire walker 
faces the dangers of Nazi Germany. 

Thirteen-year-old Irene Danner is a 
proud member of the Lorch Family Cir-

cus, founded by her Jewish great-great-grandfather, but even 
though Irene’s non-Jewish father is now listed as the owner, 
the Nazi law forbidding Jews to work causes it to close. Irene’s 
father is drafted into the army; Irene, her mother, and her 
grandmother go to live in a small town, living quietly to escape 
the eyes of possible persecutors. But when Irene’s grandmother 
is dragged away from the public market and taken to a concen-
tration camp, Irene’s peace is shattered, and she approaches 
Althoff Circus, another German circus, which agrees to let her 
hide in plain sight—back on the high wire. Loosely based on 
the life of the real historical figure Irene Danner, with some 
significant differences, the novel shines an interesting light 
on Jewish-owned circuses, Jewish circus performers, and their 
plight during the Second World War. Unfortunately, Kacer 
never quite conveys the athleticism and talent required to be 
part of a circus—for example, after not practicing for nearly 
two years, Irene still performs her routine flawlessly on the first 
attempt. The characters lack nuance and never seem fully devel-
oped; Kacer relies too much on dialogue for exposition and tells 
emotions rather than showing them.

A superficial treatment of an exciting true-life story. 
(author’s notes) (Historical fiction. 10-14)

LISTEN TO THE 
LANGUAGE OF 
THE TREES 
A Story of How Forests 
Communicate Underground
Kelley, Tera
Illus. by Marie Hermansson
Dawn Publications (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-72823-216-4  

The nature of tree communication is laid out clearly, clarify-
ing some remarkable facts.

A single seedling sprouts at the base of its parent tree 
(backmatter reveals that the trees are all Douglas firs). As its 
little roots reach down, they connect with “a silky net of fungi” 
through which the trees of the forest are able to send messages 
to one another. The giant tree, towering above, is able to col-
lect enough extra sunlight to send excess food to the seedling. It 
passes food and water to other trees as well until one day, dur-
ing a storm, lightning strikes. Burned and battered but not dead, 
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the giant tree is then attacked by an insect hoard. No food exits 
the tree, but instead, remarkably, the surrounding trees send 
their own excess food and water back to their ailing compa-
triot. Meanwhile, the seedling continues to grow. Accompany-
ing at-times poignant text, the book’s rich illustrations remain 
fairly realistic while using clever visual clues to explain different 
concepts. For example, to indicate the kind of help that passes 
among the trees, each type of message sent through the fungi 
appears as a small colored symbol. The end result drills home 
this complicated idea of tree communication in a way that 
many kids will appreciate. Additional photographic backmatter 
with more information on trees rounds out the book. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Smart, concise explanations of a tricky topic leave readers 
only wanting to learn more. (activities) (Nonfiction picture book. 
6-10)

ZARA’S RULES FOR FINDING 
HIDDEN TREASURE
Khan, Hena
Illus. by Wastana Haikal
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster 
(144 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-5344-9762-7 
Series: Zara’s Rules, 2 

When one of Zara’s prized posses-
sions goes missing, she realizes she has to 

get creative in order to replace it.
The second book in Khan’s middle-grade series centering 

on 10-year-old Zara begins with the lively protagonist realizing 
that her brand-new bike has been stolen after she forgot to lock 
it while at the park with her friends. After she breaks the news 
to her parents, they are disappointed that she didn’t take bet-
ter care of her bike; now it’s up to her to earn the money for a 
new one. When attempts at selling painted rocks don’t generate 
much income, Zara’s uncle suggests she host a garage sale, so 
she begins collecting unwanted items, carting her wares around 
in a wagon. But when Zara accidentally sells a box of her moth-
er’s keepsakes, Mama becomes upset, leading the whole plan to 
unravel. However, the mistake also helps Mama better under-
stand Zara’s grandmother (early on, Mama had encouraged 
her parents to sort through their clutter, to her own mother’s 
consternation) and sparks a conversation between Mama and 
Zara about holding on to treasured belongings. Khan’s loving 
depiction of Zara and her Pakistani American Muslim family is 
accompanied by energetic illustrations by Haikal. References 
to Marie Kondo, Zara’s mother’s worries about her parents, and 
the way the misunderstanding unfolds also make this fun, quick 
read feel fresh and realistic. 

A tale about a relatable mishap—and our often complex 
relationships with material possessions. (Fiction. 7-10)

THE YAWN BOOK
Kim, Diana
Clarion/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-0-358-52593-6  

An eye- (not to mention mouth-) 
opening look into a common yet myste-
rious activity.

“No, bugs don’t yawn,” as Kim pithily puts it, but nearly all 
other large animals, including penguins, snakes, and guinea pigs, 
do. Humans begin just 12 to 14 weeks after conception, more 
often as we grow and then less as we age. Why? There are no 
clear answers, but, as she observes, people often do it when 
bored, fatigued, hungry, or focusing on a task. Also, and perhaps 
most mysteriously of all, it’s mightily contagious, as anyone 
viewing the author’s neatly drawn, geometrically exact scenes 
of daintily yawning, diverse figures will discover. Picture books 
from Susan Bonners’ Just in Passing (1989) on have conveyed the 
same lesson but usually as a means of pitching a wakeful tyke 
willy-nilly into slumberland. Here, past victims or caregivers 
curious about how that happens will get the same effect but 
with some background facts and findings on the phenomenon 
added in and capped with an unusually large list of sources cited. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Informative and, intrinsically, interactive. (Informational 
picture book. 4-7)

OODLES OF DOODLES!
Kontis, Alethea
Illus. by Christophe Jacques
Simon Spotlight (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-1-66590-380-6 
Series: Ready-to-Read 

The conversation of two egg-shaped 
characters reinforces for beginning read-
ers the long “oo” sound and several sight 
words. 

The larger, blue creature—replete with suspenders and a 
fedora—greets the smaller, green one: “Hello! Do you doodle?” 
The ensuing conversation affirms that not only do both char-
acters doodle, but the poodle who belongs to the smaller egg 
doodles prolifically. Illustrations of the little dog drawing with 
pencils and pieces of white paper clarify the meaning of doodle. 
The friendly characters have large, googly eyes and big grins, 
while the petite poodle wears round spectacles and a beret. 
The mostly rhyming conversation—full of words ending in 
oodle—appears to take place in an urban park, with a low brick 
wall behind the characters eventually becoming a makeshift 
art gallery. The blue egg and the green egg barter for doodles 
of various subjects from each other and from the doodling 
poodle. The book uses more than one definition of noodle as 
well as funny, memorable wordplay (“Think of the doodles we 
could doodle with a caboodle of doodling poodles!”). All words 
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are in large print. Two readers could easily alternate reading the 
dialogue aloud. Preschoolers will enjoy the short rhymes, word 
repetition, and cartoonlike art. One light-skinned human figure 
appears toward the end. 

Fun for young noodlers and doodlers. (Early reader. 3-6)

ONE TINY BUBBLE
The Story of Our Last 
Universal Common Ancestor
Krossing, Karen
Illus. by Dawn Lo
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sept. 13, 2022
978-1-77147-445-0  

An introduction to LUCA, the 
“squishy blob” that sits at the end of the deepest root of the fam-
ily tree that includes every living thing.

What with falling meteorites, erupting volcanoes, and vio-
lent weather, the Earth of over 3 billion years ago was, Kros-
sing writes with considerable understatement, an “unfriendly 
world”—but it was then that our Last Universal Common 
Ancestor “formed from / the dust of exploded stars.” It had no 
legs, arms, eyes, mouth, or stomach, but because it would divide, 
grow, and change to develop all those and more, it connects us 
to all the “mushrooms and moss, / fir trees and ferns, / bacte-
ria and bedbugs, / sea stars and sharks, / lizards and lions” on 
our planet. Lo gives this narrative a cozy, intimate feeling with 
a quick progression of broadly brushed scenes featuring figures 
from an amorphous glob with a few indistinct organelles inside 
through the appearance of low green plants and orange dino-
saurs to a final view of a family of brown-skinned human camp-
ers smiling up at swirling northern lights and stars. Indeed, the 
author and the illustrator suggest at the end, the miracle that 
is us could well be repeated on another world. Readers after a 
fuller account of evolution might pair this with the likes of Lisa 
Westberg Peters’ Our Family Tree (2003), illustrated by Lauren 
Stringer; those wondering how scientists deduced LUCA’s exis-
tence and nature will find details in an afterword in a smaller 
type and a source list at the end. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A simple, matter-of-fact reminder that we are all con-
nected. (glossary) (Informational picture book. 6-8)

NO SNOWBALL!
Kung, Isabella
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-338-56546-1  

The regal protagonist of No Fuzzball 
(2020) deals with an adorable interloper. 

Black-furred, fluffy feline NoFuzz-
ball is happy in her queendom with her three human subjects 
chanting her name to worship her. (They are, of course, tell-
ing her to stop whatever mischief she is up to, like riding the 

Roomba.) Her subjects have a surprise for her, though: a little 
sister. A tiny, white furball of a kitten pops out of a box, saying 
to NoFuzzball, “Hi, I love you! Who are you?” She’s pretty clue-
less, and at first NoFuzzball wants nothing to do with her. When 
the newcomer proves her usefulness with a sneak attack on the 
canine subject, however, NoFuzzball decides to train her up as 
a princess. Grooming lessons, stealth lessons, even shredding 
lessons don’t seem to go well—but suddenly, as the little kitten 
climbs the curtains, the subjects start chanting, “NoSnowball!” 
NoFuzzball has her princess, and they agree to rule together. 
Kung follows up her tale of queenly kitty confusion with the 
inevitable new-sibling story. Her watercolor and gouache illus-
trations of a family and their wide-eyed, endearing pets are a 
perfect match (and mismatch) for the tale’s action—hilariously, 
NoFuzzball’s interpretation of events is sometimes at odds with 
what is depicted in the artwork. One of the parents in the fam-
ily is tan-skinned, the other is lighter-skinned, and the child is 
light-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

As furry and funny as the first. (Picture book. 2-7)

MY GRANDMOM
Lee, Gee-eun
Trans. by Sophie Bowman
Amazon Crossing Kids (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-66250-825-7  

Author/illustrator Lee draws on 
childhood experiences in this South 
Korean import about a girl who gains a 

greater appreciation for her grandma.
Gee-eun, a Korean child, is introduced seeking comfort in 

her grandma’s arms as her mother leaves for work. Softly tex-
tured lines and colors are blended and smudged to invoke a 
sense of intimacy as Grandma, or Halmoni, distracts Gee-eun 
by making knife-cut noodles together. As they slurp the well-
earned meal of kalguksu, they talk about how Halmoni raised 
Gee-eun’s mother when she was younger. The forthright, poi-
gnant narrative reveals that Gee-eun is worried about who will 
accompany her to the upcoming Family Sports Day in her par-
ents’ absence. Halmoni answers in stride, telling stories of her 
athleticism and the nicknames she earned for her prowess. On 
the big day, children and their parents run in curved streaks of 
color across the pages as Halmoni and Gee-eun participate in 
the first race. “Halmoni, fast! Faster! Even Faster!” Yet Halmoni 
falls, and Gee-eun begins to sob. The disappointed pair walk 
through different neighborhoods in Korea that are saturated in 
warm colors, vivid shapes, and images as Halmoni offers a curry 
bun to Gee-eun to cheer her up. When they arrive home and 
Halmoni prepares a feast for the entire family, the experience 
is cemented as a fond memory. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A touching tale that exudes love and warmth. (Picture book. 
5-8)

“A simple, matter-of-fact reminder that we are all connected.”
one tiny bubble
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DO BEARS POOP 
IN THE WOODS?
Lewis-Jones, Huw
Illus. by Sam Caldwell
Thames & Hudson (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-500-65276-3  

Along with answering the titular 
question (“You bet they do!”), this field 

guide to bears presents a…heaping helping of facts.
Whatever readers, particularly those who actually live in 

bear territory, may think of Lewis-Jones’ positioning bears as 
“cute and cuddly” creatures and of Caldwell’s placing himself and 
the author in several painted scenes peeking out of bushes just 
a few feet away from their wild ursine subjects (“They should be 
watched from a safe distance.” No kidding!), there are enough 
behavioral notes, biological basics, and even bear references in 
myth and legend to satisfy most omnivorous younger natural-
ists. Not only do the eight extant species get individual charac-
ter files and closer looks, with nods to both long and recently 
extinct species and the ultra-rare Gobi grizzly (perhaps less 
than 40 left), but the author explains in detail how the crea-
ture’s supersharp sense of smell works, how they communicate, 
and (natch) what scientists can learn from analyzing the con-
tents of their voluminous scat—which, along with the expected 
food waste, “has been known to include tin cans, pizza boxes, 
plastic watches and even hubcaps.” In the illustrations, the two 
nature guides are occasionally joined by a cast of light- and dark-
skinned children or researchers in museums or woodsy settings. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Could use clearer safety cautions for actual would-be 
observers, but armchair nature lovers will grab with both 
paws. (glossary, index) (Informational picture book. 7-9)

THE MYTHICS
Marina and the Kraken
Magaziner, Lauren
Illus. by Mirelle Ortega
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(144 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-06-305888-0 
Series: The Mythics, 1 

A young girl seeks her animal familiar.
In the land of Terrafamiliar, everyone has an animal com-

panion, or familiar, with whom they’re matched up. On Pair-
ing Day, 10-year-olds like Marina all discover their familiars 
and begin the rest of their lives together. Marina worries that 
she’ll match with a scary or difficult animal. Puzzlingly, however, 
she doesn’t connect with any animal at all and soon discovers 
that she and a handful of other 10-year-old girls from across 
Terrafamiliar have similarly been left solo, an unprecedented 
phenomenon. Marina and the others learn that they are Myth-
ics—special kids who have mythical creatures, aka Mythies, as 

their familiars—and that they must find them in the wild as a 
team. Marina and the others set out on a journey to reveal her 
Mythie first. Infused with a mild dose of peril, this straightfor-
ward story unfolds with a satisfying earnestness that pays off 
with an expected but entertaining ending. Readers with anxiety 
will see themselves in Marina, who deals with stomachaches 
and racing thoughts throughout the journey. Ember, a Mythic 
with dark skin and curly hair, was born with one arm, which is 
addressed in the story. Marina and her family have brown skin 
and straight hair.

A fun first installment in a new series that will prime read-
ers for more. (Fantasy. 7-10)

QUEST FOR THE HIDDEN CITY
Mann, George
Illus. by Nilah Magruder
Disney Lucasfilm (304 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-368-08010-1 
Series: Star Wars: The High Republic 

In the midst of ongoing war, a team 
of Jedi and Republic Pathfinders vanish 
during a mission to provide emergency 

fuel for a planet in energy crisis. 
Jedi Padawan Rooper Nitani, a 14-year-old human with 

brown skin and eyes, eagerly anticipates the thrill of an adven-
ture when she, her master, and their Pathfinder team follow a 
distressed message from another Jedi Master who reports sabo-
tage and an ambush. They travel to the planet Aubadas, home of 
the Katikoot, an advanced civilization of flightless, batlike peo-
ple. A promise to help with fuel supply problems sent the miss-
ing team to the mines of Gloam, Aubadas’ polluted and dying 
twin planet, but only the Katikoot guide returned alive from 
the mission after monsters attacked them. With the lives of her 
allies and the future of a whole civilization on the line, Rooper 
struggles with the heavy realities of her responsibility as a Jedi. 
The looming threat of further sabotage forewarned by the incit-
ing distress message heightens the suspense as Rooper ventures 
into danger. Intertwining themes of environmental disaster, the 
detrimental impacts of capitalism, and what it means to be a 
monster play a significant role in the conflict. Sweeping action 
sequences, well-timed shifts among different points of view, 
and a touch of levity from bantering droids all add to the story’s 
appeal. Final art not seen.

A high-stakes, coming-of-age adventure with relevant real-
world themes. (timeline) (Fantasy. 10-16)
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A FIELD GUIDE 
TO MERMAIDS 
Martin, Emily B.
Henry Holt (144 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Sept. 27, 2022
978-1-250-79432-1  

A guide to watery habitats and their 
residents.

Definitively making the point that 
mermaids can be found anywhere there 

is water—even a little, or for a little while—Martin depicts doz-
ens of types, each linked to a specific (real) locale and arranged 
by their favored habitats, from deep ocean abyssal zones to shal-
low desert pools, hot springs to swimming pools. Martin notes 
11 species that dwell in wetlands alone, including residents of 
both fresh and saltwater marshes as well as mangrove swamps, 
bayous, baygall bogs, freezing wetlands, and ciénagas. There are 
male merfolk, the author admits, but she sticks to the feminine 
term. To assist young nature detectives, each mermaid is posed 
in a natural setting along with selected specimens of wildlife 
that share the same habitat. As mermaids are great mimics, 
they tend to resemble their wild companions, and so along with 
displaying individual adornments and embellishments, they 
are each as distinctive looking as the accurately rendered fish, 
marine mammals, reptiles, and other not-so-mythical creatures 
on view. Moreover, enlightening discussions of mermaid behav-
iors and environmental concerns mingle with general questions 
and activities suitable for any encounters with nature. Readers 
will come away uniquely prepared to find and identify these 
elusive creatures as well as the vast array of aquatic niches they 
(putatively) inhabit.

An indispensable, encyclopedic resource for nature 
quests—mythological or otherwise. (Fantasy. 11-15)

STILL DREAMING / 
SEGUIMOS SOÑANDO
Martínez, Claudia Guadalupe
Illus. by Magdalena Mora
Trans. by Luis Humberto Crosthwaite
Children’s Book Press (40 pp.) 
$20.95  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-0-89239-434-0  

In this bilingual English-Spanish tale, a brown-skinned 
child describes the journey their family must undertake, head-
ing to a country only Papá knows.

The child’s sorrow is palpable as the house is packed and 
the tías are tearfully embraced. On the road, the family passes 
a boarded-up bakery and a store with a sign declaring that 
Mexicans aren’t served there. When nighttime comes, they and 
other families sit by a campfire and talk about the lives they 
left behind; the child’s parents describe picking pecans “here 
in Texas.” The book ends with the family reaching the Mexi-
can border; the author’s note explains that the story takes place 
in the 1930s during a largely forgotten chapter of U.S. history: 

Mexican Repatriation. After the Mexican-American War of the 
1840s, Mexican territories were annexed by the United States, 
and many Mexicans were encouraged to come to the United 
States to work; during the Great Depression, however, many 
were forced to leave. Some families, like the one in this story, 
included both U.S. citizens and those born in Mexico and so 
chose to leave together to avoid being separated. Martínez’s 
straightforward text and Mora’s signature smudgy yet vibrant 
illustrations bring to life a story that reminds us that little has 
changed in U.S. history, as immigrant families still face deporta-
tion and the fear of separation. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A tale about a specific moment in history that is neverthe-
less universal. (Picture book. 5-8)

NIGHT ON THE SAND 
Mayper, Monica
Illus. by Jaime Kim
Clarion/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 16, 2022
978-1-328-88418-3  

When a nature-based calamity befalls a pair of young broth-
ers, the boys find refuge and community among sandy shores.

Images of happier times adorn the title and copyright pages: 
a birthday party, a snuggle on a couch. Turn the page, and a 
catastrophe emerges with “a howl, / a dark whirl of wind and 
power.” Snapshots of destruction—homes destroyed, a fallen 
roof—follow. Bruised purples and deep reds bleed across the 
artwork, a solemn, breathtaking portrait of ruin. It’s now night, 
and the brothers can’t find their parents. Covering their shoul-
ders with a blanket, the children walk “one foot in front of the 
other,” away from the destruction behind them. They arrive at a 
beach, where they lie down; others slumber near them, “strewn 
on the shore like shells, / like rocks, like driftwood.” Morning 
comes, bringing with it soothing light. Hunger pulls the broth-
ers out of their thoughts and toward a fire, where others gather. 
With the calm waves at their feet, the survivors huddle near the 
fire, waiting until help breaks through the horizon. This pain-
ful yet hopeful tale renders its difficult subject matter palpable. 
Mayper’s decision to omit specific context from this tale—in, 
as she describes in an author’s note, a move toward “our human 
connection”—proves sensible thanks to evocative text that 
allows readers to fill in the details. Similarly, the artwork delin-
eates moods and emotions via a precise, rich palette that favors 
visceral landscapes and nondescript characters to its advantage. 
Characters are dark-haired and light-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Powerfully compelling. (Picture book. 4-8)

“Powerfully compelling”
night on the sand
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THE SECRETS OF 
STONE CREEK
McDonald, Briana
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-1-5344-9826-6  

Stung that Sophie, her friend and 
former fellow adventurer, made other 
plans for spring break, seventh grader 
Finley vows to have a superior adventure 
without her.

Finley’s annoyed when Mom, traveling on business, makes 
13-year-old Oliver responsible for her and Griffin, who’s 8, while 
the siblings spend spring break with their adult cousin Jeff in 
Stone Creek, Vermont. The town is commemorating the 20th 
anniversary of the disappearance of Meggie Riley, who at 12 
discovered a trove of valuable antiques in the woods. At 23, she 
went missing in those same woods, and the $100,000 reward for 
finding her is as of yet unclaimed. Fascinated, Finley’s confident 
she can solve the mystery—and make Sophie sorry she missed 
the excitement. Among the suspects are Meggie’s family mem-
bers, a business rival profiting from her story, and men she knew, 
including Jeff and the father of Jason, Oliver’s new crush. Secur-
ing Oliver’s reluctant (and Griffin’s enthusiastic) assistance, Fin-
ley feels scared but vindicated when her investigations attract 
unwelcome attention from a mysterious person who begins tail-
ing them. The lengthy novel’s meandering pace unfortunately 
inhibits suspense; action scenes are paused repeatedly while 
Finley reacts, repeating already well-aired emotions that are 
punctuated with flashbacks. Finley’s dreams of achieving celeb-
rity ring true, but while she spells out her grievances and gran-
diose hopes in repetitive detail, her quarry, Meggie, remains out 
of focus, her story too thin to explain its decadeslong grip on 
her hometown. Characters are presumed White.

Best for patient readers. (Mystery. 8-12)

THE INVISIBLE SPY
McMann, Lisa
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-593-32543-8 
Series: The Forgotten Five, 2 

The Forgotten Five—a ragtag team 
of youths with unique superpowers—
partner with new allies to take down 
President Fuerte and his sinister plot 
that implicates the kids’ criminal parents.

Overnight, news of a daring escape by supers from the presi-
dent’s palace spreads across Estero. Hiding from palace guards 
for their role in the breakout, Birdie, Seven, Tenner, Cabot, and 
Brix find refuge in an underground maze and, eventually, in a 
monastery. Much-needed support comes from former Estero 
spy The Librarian and Lada, a young super with cerebral palsy 
who uses crutches and a wheelchair. They help train and prepare 

the five friends for the fight ahead. The team’s first mission? To 
figure out what’s up with President Fuerte, the man behind 
Estero’s anti-super fervor, as rumors abound of his nightly 
excursions abroad for clandestine meetups with supernaturals 
and to plan more thefts. Then he inexplicably repeals the anti-
super laws. It also seems that some of the Five’s parents have 
covertly joined forces with the president. Resuming right from 
the end of Map of Flames (2022), this volume packs in a whole lot 
of espionage fun and poignant family drama. McMann’s explo-
ration of the Five’s conflicting feelings over their parents’ inten-
tions works marvelously to stir an adventure that’s more of a 
gut punch than its predecessor. A bundle of shocking, slightly 
zany plot twists and political intrigue, this follow-up delivers 
the goods. Characters have a range of skin tones.

A spy-flavored romp. (Fantasy. 8-12)

WHOSE TRACKS 
IN THE SNOW? 
Milton, Alexandra
Boxer Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-912757-94-7  

Clues and descriptive language will 
spur children to become wintertime 

trackers.
Rhyming text that begins identically on every other 

spread—“Look! Look! / Tracks in the snow!”—describes the 
main characteristics of each track for readers and then asks 
them to guess who made it. “Tracks with three points, / Tracks 
like a wedge. / Who left the tracks by the snow-topped hedge?” 
Smudgy black tracks echo what children would see in nature, 
and a glimpse of a part of each animal gives a further clue. In 
this case, the vibrant tip of a blue, yellow, and orange tail. The 
page turn reveals the answer—a long-tailed pheasant—and a 
short paragraph of information. Though the rhyme stumbles 
once (claws with fours), the descriptions of tracks are stellar, giv-
ing kids similes and adjectives that they can then use for other 
things; the duck’s tracks are like kites, the red squirrel’s are like 
fingers and have claws, and the deer’s are heart-shaped and in 
two lines. Made with shredded and torn handmade paper and 
colored pencil, the spreads are filled with gorgeous textures, 
encouraging the eye to pore over not just the tracks, but the 
animals’ habitats as well. The snow isn’t flat white; it has shad-
ings and color variations. And while the animals look realisti-
cally furry or feathered, the foliage is more stylistic: a pine with 
lace collars of snow, another with delicately feathered branches. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sure to lure children into the woods. (life-size tracks) 
(Informational picture book. 3-7)

“Sure to lure children into the woods.”
whose tracks in the snow?
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GRUMPY NEW YEAR
Moore, Katrina
Illus. by Xindi Yan
Little Bee Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 13, 2022
978-1-4998-1282-4  

In this follow-up to Grandpa Grumps (2020), a Chinese fam-
ily enjoys a traditional celebration.

There are 10 days until the new year when this picture book 
opens, and the countdown begins as Daisy travels to China to 
visit her grandfather, accompanied by Auntie. Daisy stays awake 
throughout the long flight while anticipating all the fun she and 
Yeh-Yeh (grandpa) will have together. When her bird kite fails 
to take off like Yeh-Yeh’s, however, and as jet lag sets in, Daisy 
becomes grumpy: Nothing—not the karaoke or painting or boat 
ride Yeh-Yeh arranged—feels as enjoyable as she had expected. 
Daisy’s struggle to process her emotions while hoping they will 
not affect Yeh-Yeh will resonate with anyone who has managed 
both their own and others’ disappointment. Eventually, Daisy 
succumbs to exhaustion and sleeps for well over a day, waking in 
time to help make zong zi (sticky rice treats wrapped in bamboo 
leaves). Only two days are left until the new year when Daisy’s 
spirits finally lift during an outing to the market, where she and 
Yeh-Yeh share a hearty laugh. Vivid spreads alternate between 
vignettes and close-ups of facial expressions registering surprise, 
frustration, and fatigue, while atmospheric full bleeds convey 
a child’s sense of wonder, festive fireworks, an extended-family 
gathering, and a bustling street parade. Cantonese and Manda-
rin phrases are featured; the backmatter includes two recipes. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A simpatico portrayal of holiday travel across time zones. 
(author’s and illustrator’s notes) (Picture book. 4-7)

OSCAR FROM ELSEWHERE
Moriarty, Jaclyn
Levine Querido (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-64614-202-6  

Accidentally slipping into a parallel 
world, 12-year-old Oscar from Sydney, 
Australia, finds himself involved in an 
elaborate quest to save a town of Elves.

One Monday morning at the skate 
park, Oscar Banetti gazes into a mir-

ror and finds himself transported to another skate park where 
a giant silver wave is speeding toward him. That same day, 
13-year-old Imogen Mettlestone-Staranise, her two sisters, a 
cousin, and another boy are summoned to the Elven city that is 
buried beneath a blanket of silver. Witches have placed all the 
Elves under a sleeping spell. Imogen and the children also wit-
ness Oscar apparently being killed by the silver wave. In fact, 
Oscar’s not dead—though he’s now stranded in this magical 
world until the Elves are freed. In order for this to happen, the 
six young people must become questers, deciphering enigmatic 

clues to find nine pieces of a key held by different key keepers, 
unlock a spell, and set the Elven city free within five days—or 
the Elves will die. Organized by the advancing days of the week 
to heighten the tension, the complex, fast-paced plot unfolds in 
Oscar’s and Imogen’s droll, alternating voices. On this endlessly 
surprising, often precarious, sometimes frustrating, and seem-
ingly doomed quest, the children encounter magical creatures, 
including a Genie, Radish Gnomes, Crystal Faeries, and Water 
Sprites as their “tricky, tricksy trip” becomes a true journey of 
self-discovery. Oscar has Italian, Scottish, and Chilean heritage; 
Imogen reads White.

Nail-bitingly suspenseful and refreshingly witty. (Fantasy. 
9-13)

TREX
Morrell, Christyne
Delacorte (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-0-593-43324-9  

A 12-year-old fugitive starts middle 
school with a literally electrifying secret 
to keep.

After eight years of home schooling 
and sudden flights with his fanatically 
cautious mother, frustrated Trex jumps 

at the chance to be a “normal” kid for once—a tall order, as his 
whole body functions as a capacitor to power the experimental 
bioware in his brain, and touching anyone else or any metal item 
creates a dangerous electric spark. Worse yet, unbeknownst to 
Trex and (initially) his mom, the evil technocrat who financed 
the experiment has caught up with them at long last and, eager 
to get him back onto the operating table for further slicing and 
dicing, has hacked into his mental settings. Morrell really stacks 
the deck against her protagonist, but along with casting him 
with a winning mixture of decency and smarts, she deals him 
Mellie, a sharp young recluse who fancies herself a detective 
and, despite struggling with a profound anxiety disorder, proves 
a redoubtable ally through cascading crises that escalate from 
pranks into kidnappings, brutal attempted murders, last-tick 
rescues, and shocks both literal and in the form of revelations 
about Trex’s history, family, and even identity. Trex and the rest 
of the central cast are White; two siblings in the supporting cast 
are Black. The author offers reassurance to readers who identify 
with Mellie in an afterword.

Definitely buzzworthy. (Science fiction. 9-13)
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ZONED OUT
Murray, James S. & Carsen Smith
Illus. by Patrick Spaziante
Penguin Workshop (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-593-22614-8 
Series: Area 51 Interns, 2 

If it’s not aliens, it’s cryptids and ide-
alists that complicate the lives of Area 
51’s teen interns.

Barely a week since the harrowing 
events of Alien Summer (2022), the discovery of a tantalizing 
Forbidden Zone beneath Area 51’s sprawling facility pitches Viv, 
Charlotte, Elijah, and Ray (with cute pocket alien Meekee) into 
an escalating catastrophe after parties unknown stage a mass 
breakout of cryptids ranging from jackalopes and a huge but 
(being Canadian) polite lady Yeti named Roger to a terrifying 
Chupacabra with mind-control powers. What with Viv’s unsuc-
cessfully struggling to suppress her own recently revealed alien 
powers and also stewing over the attention Elijah seems to be 
paying to newly arrived auburn-haired brainiac Joanna Kim, 
Murray and Smith also stir plenty of emotional turmoil into the 
effervescent whirl of attacks, betrayals, and cliffhangers. As it 
turns out, the cryptids were released by a well-meaning animal 
rights activist, and if the authors sidestep a meaningful discus-
sion of the ins and outs of that issue, they do at least give the 
ethics of the act some nuance on the way to a tidy and (improb-
ably) fatality-free resolution. Spaziante contributes a helpful set 
of colorful creature and locale files. As previously established, 
Viv is Black, Elijah is Latine, and their fellow interns are White; 
Joanna’s surname may point to Korean heritage.

Tongue-in-cheek, pedal-to-the-metal action, with an 
unusually broad cast of humans, aliens, and…others. (Science 
fiction. 8-12)

TRUTH OR DARE...THE 
GRAPHIC NOVEL
Night, P.J.
Illus. by Glass House Graphics
Simon Spotlight (160 pp.) 
$20.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-66591-564-9 
Series: You’re Invited to a Creepover: 
The Graphic Novel, 1 

Abby’s admission during her sleepover 
seems to have incited jealousy from some-

one—she just needs to learn who.
Abby hosts a sleepover with her friends. She admits that she 

likes Jake, and shortly after, she receives a threatening text from 
an unknown number, warning her to stay away from “him”—
presumably Jake. Leah tells her it must be a wrong number, but 
Abby isn’t so sure—especially when Leah texts Abby reminding 
her of their recently deceased classmate Sara James, who was 
killed in a car crash and who had been romantically involved 

with Jake. After Jake asks Abby to an upcoming dance, strange 
things start happening—Abby sees a girl staring into her win-
dow, and she finds a lock of hair in her drawer. She starts to won-
der if Sara’s ghost could be responsible. The first in a series of 
graphic-novel adaptations of the You’re Invited to a Creepover 
titles has real appeal for late elementary and middle school read-
ers. The story is immediately engaging and comes to a quick res-
olution. There are twists and turns, and just when the narrative 
feels predictable, it takes a turn that will keep readers guessing. 
Fans of Goosebumps and Stranger Things graphic novels will 
certainly enjoy this one. Dynamic artwork with effective use 
of color ramps up the creep factor without ever becoming too 
terrifying. Abby presents as Black, while Jake, Leah, and Sara 
present as White.

Sure to please young connoisseurs of terror tales. (Graphic 
novel. 8-12)

THE APE STAR
Nilsson, Frida
Trans. by Julia Marshall
Gecko Press (144 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-77657-421-6  

A misfit orphan is adopted by a 
gorilla.

Life at the Renfanan orphanage is a 
drag. Gerd, the manager, is sour-faced 
and demanding. The children clean vig-

orously and hope to get adopted. But when a gorilla arrives to 
take her pick of the children, they run from sight to escape 
being adopted. Nine-year-old, brown-skinned Jonna, who bears 
the brunt of Gerd’s insults, doesn’t disappear quickly enough 
and is horrified to be chosen as the gorilla’s adoptee. Gorilla’s 
home is one room in an abandoned factory building, and she 
earns money selling scrap. But Jonna quickly becomes accus-
tomed to living with Gorilla and is comforted by her new 
caregiver’s kindness and humor. Jonna also gets used to a freer 
existence, with unkempt hair and no shoes, and learns to ride 
a bike and then to drive a car. When a predatory prospector 
decides that the threat of losing Jonna will make Gorilla finally 
give up her land, Gorilla and Jonna must decide how to reclaim 
their freedom. Aside from Jonna and a few other orphans, most 
characters present as White in the illustrations (stills from an 
animated feature film based on this story). The premise of this 
Swedish import relies on overdone tropes, such as the Dicken-
sian orphanage and the racialized misunderstood savage—there 
are frequent references to the ape’s “black” body parts, and over 
time, her kindness outweighs her beastly behaviors. Despite 
some interesting plot developments, it is unsettling at best.

An engaging narrative can’t rescue this story from prob-
lematic tropes. (Fiction. 8-12)

“Tongue-in-cheek, pedal-to-the-metal action, with an 
unusually broad cast of humans, aliens, and…others.”

zoned out
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HAMMER
Fight for the Ocean Kingdom
Odin, Jey
Rockport Publishers (224 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-7603-7692-8 
Series: Hammer, 2 

DOOM-studded battles continue in 
this all-action, manga-style sequel. 

DO-OM! Compiling seven more 
segments originally published as web-

comics, the ongoing adventures of Stud, a light-skinned, black-
haired human lad, or Swirl, who comes with the ability to turn 
his extremities into enormous hammers, reach the end of an 
underwater story arc in which he helps dark-skinned merfolk 
allies bring a terrifying lawbreaker to bay. Though each chapter 
opens with a color tableau, the art then switches to small panels 
crammed with dizzying monochrome scribbles of lines around 
mighty blasts, grimacing faces, and thunderous noises crowd-
ing, or often drawn as bursting beyond, the page borders. The 
bad guy, Steele—a sort of monstrous shark-squid—in particular, 
seems too big to be visible all at once. But after his menacing 
minions are reduced to sushi and despite sporting giant, writh-
ing tentacles and seemingly invulnerable ink armor, even he 
falls at last with a mighty DONG to his diminutive nemesis’s 
ultimate weapon, the awesome HAMMER HEADBUTT! Of 
course, hints of an even more powerful foe in Stud’s future drop 
(cue a final, melodramatic DOOM) in the last panel. The work 
is cluttered and confusing at times, but this volume may appeal 
to fans of the series.

Not the easiest to follow but a properly percussive climax. 
(Adventure comic. 10-13)

BUILDING AN ORCHESTRA 
OF HOPE
How Favio Chávez Taught 
Children To Make Music 
From Trash
Oliver, Carmen
Illus. by Luisa Uribe
Eerdmans (44 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-8028-5467-4  

Harmony comes from an unlikely place.
Arriving in Cateura, Paraguay, in 2006, the musically 

inclined Argentinean Favio Chávez expected to help the fami-
lies of “a small village built on a landfill” with a recycling project. 
The local recyclers, called gancheros, spent their days wading 
through loads of filthy trash to gather and sell whatever was 
salvageable. As Favio grew closer to the ganchero community, 
he worried about the futures of the children. Could he teach 
them to play instruments in his youth orchestra? One prob-
lem: “He had more kids than instruments.” An idea soon struck. 
Favio roped in a ganchero friend named Nicolás “Colá” Gómez, 

who repurposed “old drain pipes, door keys, metal forks and 
spoons, X-ray films, bottle caps, glue canisters,” and more into 
custom-made instruments over a period of years. At last, the 
child musicians each got the instrument they needed to create 
music under the tutelage of Favio. “And what music they made!” 
Indeed, this remarkable retelling of the surprising origins of the 
Recycled Orchestra of Cateura, which has since gained inter-
national acclaim, motivates by the sheer ingenuity described. 
Oliver’s text carefully chronicles each step undertaken by Favio 
in his quest to share a little music and hope with the town of 
Cateura, a community toiling through the material excesses of 
the modern world. Uribe’s artwork—full of color yet naturalis-
tic in its depictions—complements the prose. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Like a dose of pure inspiration. (further information, bib-
liography) (Informational picture book. 5-10)

REINA RAMOS WORKS 
IT OUT 
Otheguy, Emma
Illus. by Andrés Landazábal
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-0-06-322310-3 
Series: I Can Read! 

A Latine girl navigates a conflict at 
school.

Mr. Li’s class will be hosting a wax 
museum. Students will dress as notable figures and stand like 
statues—until they come alive for visitors. Reina Ramos has 
her heart set on dressing as Mexican painter Frida Kahlo, who 
was strong (“like my mami and abuela—and me!”) and loved to 
paint. Reina is crushed when her friend Nora picks Frida for the 
project, and she must sort out her big feelings of disappoint-
ment and frustration. But Nora and Reina talk to each other 
about the project and smooth over their friendship. Reina’s 
abuela helps her think of another amazing Latine star to emu-
late—singer Celia Cruz—and the wax museum is a success. Les-
sons about flexibility, communication, and caring are embedded 
in a sweet school story. Readers won’t be able to resist Reina’s 
spunky enthusiasm and her tender heart. Reina is brown-
skinned, her classmates are depicted with a variety of skin tones, 
and Mr. Li presents as Asian. A brief glossary at the end of the 
book illuminates the lives of the famous Latine role models the 
students have selected for the wax museum.

A sparkling tale starring a resilient young protagonist. 
(Spanish glossary) (Early reader. 4-7)



1 0 8   |   1 5  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 2   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

VAN DOG
Pa, Mikolaj
Illus. by Gosia Herba
Trans. by the author
Milky Way (50 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-990252-12-9  

A wacky, immersive picture book 
about artistic inspiration.

Van Dog is an anthropomorphic canine who loves art. On 
the first spread, details in the protagonist’s home, such as paint-
ing supplies and books about artists like Monet and Van Gogh, 
indicate this passion. Van Dog sets out by bicycle to paint en 
plein air, finding a spot in an open meadow and declaring, “What 
a beautiful day to paint.” The colorful, cartoonish scene soon 
becomes abuzz with bugs, worms, and other creatures whose 
speech balloons invite readers to pore over the pages and take 
in the visual details and running commentary. Strategic use of 
perspective denies readers a view of the protagonist’s canvas for 
most of the book, instead focusing attention on Van Dog and 
on the many characters, fantastic and otherwise, who show up 
and provide inspiration. The overall presentation of this story, 
translated from the Polish, is a bit chaotic and may make for a 
better individual or small-group reading rather than one with a 
large group. A culminating reveal of the painting at book’s end 
may disappoint some readers since its style is so similar to the 
art they’ve seen on prior pages; others, however, may enjoy play-
ing an I Spy sort of game to find characters they observed while 
Van Dog was painting. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A busy book with a heart for art. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE GLASS WITCH
Puckett, Lindsay
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-338-80342-6  

A young witch needs to break a 
curse—or it will bring about her family’s 
demise.

There’s a rule that no more than 
three Goode witches can be in the town 
of Cranberry Hollow at a time without 

unleashing a curse. It has been 5 years since 12-year-old Adelaide 
Goode, a curvy, White, redheaded witch, and her mom have 
visited her mother’s hometown—where her estranged mater-
nal aunt also lives. Feeling her mom is abandoning her at her 
grandmother’s house to go on a monthslong work trip, Addie 
does something that accidentally unleashes the curse, turning 
Addie’s bones to glass, awakening a witch hunter, and forcing 
her mom to stay. Set during Cranberry Hollow’s annual Hal-
loween festival, the book follows Addie and new friend Fatima, 
a Pakistani American hijabi girl with a love of all things relat-
ing to monsters and the macabre, as they work together to 
try to reverse the spell. Featuring fast-paced action and high 

stakes, this novel also touches on Addie’s internal struggle as 
she strives to embrace her fat mother’s body positivity in a way 
that feels authentic to her age. Fatima is a crucial problem-
solver for Addie, and though the friendship between the girls 
forms quickly, Fatima is bubbly and smart with her own goals 
and dreams, and she gets to be more than just a sidekick. The 
worldbuilding can be a bit rushed at times, but overall this is an 
enjoyable, festive autumnal adventure. 

A magic-filled treat. (Fantasy. 8-12)

HAPPY SPARK DAY!
Richardson, Shane & Sarah Marino
Aladdin (96 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-5344-7524-3 
Series: Dragons of Ember City, 1 

Welcome to Ember City on the day 
young dragons learn what their Spark is.

Several dragons are attending the 
Spark Day Ceremony to find out what 

their special talents are, among them best friends Li, a green 
dragon who “always carries glue in case of emergencies,” Runa, 
a blue dragon who “thinks googly eyes can solve any problem,” 
and Drake, a flame-colored dragon with big ideas, as well as 
Fizz, a winged yellow dragon who doesn’t “always see eye to eye” 
with Drake. After everyone discovers their new powers, Mayor 
Copper leaves them with some advice: “Remember: our Sparks 
shine their brightest when we use them to help one another....” 
These words of wisdom are soon forgotten when, at the cele-
bration party, Drake and Fizz compete to see who has the best 
Spark and, in the process, shatter the legendary disco ball made 

“with the Sparks from all the dragons on the very first Spark Day.” 
When their individual efforts to repair the disco ball fail, some-
times with hilarious consequences, and alternative solutions 
prove impractical, the young dragons finally remember the 
mayor’s words and work together to restore the disco ball. This 
first book in a new graphic series for young readers consists of 
six short chapters illustrated with eye-catching, action-packed 
illustrations and plenty of onomatopoeia to make reading fun.

A promising introduction to a new series featuring a win-
some group of dragon pals. (Graphic novel. 6-9)

BIOBLITZ!
Counting Critters
Richmond, Susan Edwards
Illus. by Stephanie Fizer Coleman
Peachtree (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-68263-311-3  

A local park turns out to be rich in wildlife as two young 
“community scientists” learn from a day of organized observa-
tion and discovery.

Joining teams of volunteers led by expert naturalists, 
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cousins Ava and Gabriel compete for sightings as they comb 
open woodlands and underbrush for animal species. Young 
readers will have no trouble following along and understand-
ing the rules and procedures, not to mention keeping track of 
finds, because along with many having their names called out in 
the dialogue, each accurately rendered bird, insect, and other 
creature is numbered in the pictures and identified in a running 
side list. By day’s end, 84 types of animals have been cataloged, 
from a mosquito and pillbug (“It’s a crustacean. Did you know 
some bugs are related to lobsters?”) to white-tailed deer and an 
elusive blue-spotted salamander. Along with a version of the list 
broken down by category (amphibians, reptiles, birds, etc.) that 
serves as an index, Richmond appends both expanded nature 
notes and an invitation to take part in similar community “bio-
diversity counts” (also referred to as “Bioblitzes”), explaining 
that they are “important tools for learning about the health and 
biodiversity of an area.” Ava and Gabriel are brown-skinned; 
the human figures in Coleman’s expansive outdoor scenes are 
diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Budding zoologists will be strongly tempted to join in. 
(resource list) (Informational picture book. 7-9)

FARMING STRONG, 
ALL YEAR LONG
Rinker, Sherri Duskey
Illus. by A.G. Ford
Chronicle Books (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-79721-387-3 
Series: Construction Site 

The many vehicles that help the farm run throughout all 
four seasons.

Trucks from Rinker’s previous outings roar up to the farm, 
ready to work. They meet Big Tractor and Pickup Truck, who 
show them the ropes. In spring, everyone helps to prep the 
fields, which involves plowing, planting, and clearing. Big Trac-
tor and Little Tractor are the stars of that season. Summer is 
the time to gather hay for the livestock. Balers help roll it up. 
Excavator, Skid Steer, Bulldozer, and others also finally get to 
show off their skills during this season. The team also works 
together to construct a beautiful red barn—a moment that will 
draw comparisons to old-fashioned barn raisings. Autumn finds 
Combine and Augur harvesting, while winter sees Bulldozer 
clearing snow and Excavator moving hay. Each season has spe-
cific jobs on the farm, with nary a human in sight. The lovable, 
multiwheeled protagonists get up at sunrise, tend to the fields 
with smiles on their grills, and roll into night after a hard day’s 
work, proud of their contributions. Ford’s carefully composed 
illustrations use color to lovely effect, employing verdant hues 
for spring and golden yellows for summer. Truck enthusiasts 
will step right up for this next installment, and urban tots will 
glimpse a whole new world. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

May require multiple readings until the cows come home. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

SANTIAGO’S DINOSAURIOS
Ríos Ramírez, Mariana
Illus. by Udayana Lugo
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2022
978-0-8075-7230-6  

On his first day of school in a new 
country, a young boy discovers a dino-
mite way to make friends.

Santiago is starting school in the United States after moving 
from Mexico. He readies his dinosaur-themed backpack with 
all of his dinosaur school supplies, including his favorite dino-
saur book. Worries, nonetheless, plague him. “¿Cómo haré nuevos 
amigos?” he wonders (“How will I make new friends?”), particularly 
because he doesn’t speak or understand English yet. When Mrs. 
Taylor introduces Santiago to the rest of the class, he recoils 
from all the attention. Though the boy sitting next to him 
greets him, Santiago can’t find the words beyond sharing his 
name in Spanish—and he worries that he “has a Brachiosaurus-
sized problem.” Library time introduces more language barriers. 
However, the day improves when Santiago goes to music class, 
where a classmate flashes a thumbs-up at Santiago’s cool dino-
saur shirt. Now, “Santiago’s problem might only be Iguanodon-
sized.” With compassion and insight, Ríos Ramírez chronicles 
the anxieties that many children feel upon attending school in a 
new country. The use of dinosaurs to measure Santiago’s appre-
hensions works well (further underscored with the dinosaur-
stamped endpapers). Unitalicized Spanish words and phrases 
slip in throughout the tale, with translations tucked away at the 
bottoms of pages. Mrs. Taylor is Black; Lugo’s vibrant, smile-
filled illustrations feature a diverse group of students. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A rawr-ing good depiction of being the new kid. (dinosaur 
glossary) (Picture book. 4-8)

BATTLE OF THE BRAINS
The Science Behind Animal 
Minds
Rish, Jocelyn
Illus. by David Creighton-Pester
Running Press Kids (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-7624-7994-8  

Ten creatures show off their mental powers in a bid for sapi-
ent supremacy. Who will win?

As in Battle of the Butts (2021), also illustrated by Creighton-
Pester, Rish invites readers to judge. After wowing them with 
some head-exploding research, she asks them to decide where 
each animal belongs on a five-stage scale, from “Basic Brain” to 

“Incredible Intelligence.” That won’t be an easy task because 
the exploits—most of which were observed under controlled 
conditions—range from African grey parrots naming colors and 
counting up to eight, rats learning how to drive little cars, and a 
border collie who could identify more than a thousand toys by 

“A rawr-ing good depiction of being the new kid.”
santiago’s dinosaurios
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name to pigs that could spell words like (ironically or otherwise) 
ham, chimps taught to play Rock-Paper-Scissors, and ravens 
who can add and compare sums. Humans with an exaggerated 
opinion of their own mental capacities may be taken down a 
peg or two by elephants (“Can you identify each of your friends 
and family members by the sound of their voice? How about by 
the smell of their pee?”). Smiling animals strutting their stuff 
in Creighton-Pester’s cartoon illustrations further lighten the 
informational load, and to counter any suspicions that some of 
it might be fabricated, the author points to a source list on her 
website (not there at time of review). So who will win the Cool-
est Cranium cup? It’s a head-scratcher. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A no-brainer stocked with full measures of breezy scien-
tific gosh-wow. (glossary) (Informational picture book. 6-8)

LITTLE ECHO
Rodin, Al
Tundra Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-77488-062-3  

A shy echo finds her voice just in time 
to save a young cave explorer.

In an episode that’s stronger on feel-
ings than logic, an unhappy cave echo—
embodied in the garish, heavily daubed 

illustrations as a yellow, rabbitlike creature with outsized 
ears—looks on longingly yet hides from the other animals who 
play together joyfully. All that changes when she follows a light-
skinned lad named Max as he enters in search of treasure, saves 
him from a bear by shouting “RUN!” (a bad strategy IRL), and 
then joins him in further explorations until they give up on the 
treasure and take to playing pirates. In the final scene, the now 
fast friends sit together, sharing marshmallows and chattering 
together…atop a disregarded pile of glittering gold. If the sym-
bolism of that image is obvious enough to need no pointing out, 
the import of Max noticing Little Echo only when she speaks 
up for herself is oblique enough to be, possibly, unintentional 
and does need unpacking. Still, their bonding makes for a cozier 
resolution than the tragic lack of one in the classic “Echo and 
Narcissus” myth. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A warm subterranean friendship tale, though unlikely to 
get many repeat readings…ings…ings. (Picture book. 5-8)

TOURNEY OF TERROR
Roux, Madeleine
Illus. by Tim Probert
Harper/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-06-303914-8 
Series: Dungeons & Dragons: Dungeon 
Academy, 2 

The Danger Club faces a dangerous 
plot during a sports tournament in this 
sequel.

After the events of No Humans Allowed! (2021), Zelli’s dreams 
are plagued by cryptic nightmares sent by the defeated necro-
mancer, Lord Carrion, held captive in the Dungeon Academy 
detention room. While the adults, including secretly human Zel-
li’s adoptive minotaur mothers, tell her to leave it to the grown-
ups, she’s not convinced they’re doing enough. She enlists the 
Danger Club to help research Lord Carrion’s clues. But then the 
school’s thrown into chaos, hosting the Waterdeep Dragons for 
the Tourney of Terror, a monstrous sporting event. Aside from 
the sports rivalry, there’s interspecies tension between the drag-
ons and the monsters. Investigating portals while everyone’s 
distracted, black-haired Zelli discovers a dragon who’s actually a 
human boy. From their shared secret knowledge of each other’s 
identities, Zelli forms a bond with blond Tavian (in a storyline 
handled with all the subtlety of a brick to the face), and soon 
he’s ignoring the dragons’ snobbery to join the Danger Club’s 
investigation. Though the themes are heavy-handed at times, 
the action delivers on epic battles (especially against skeletal 
foes), and the storyline gives the characters real stakes and costs 
along with solid twists, all fitting seamlessly into the humorous 
Dungeons & Dragons setting. Final art not seen.

Readers will want to level up quickly to tackle the cliff-
hanger ending. (Fantasy. 8-12)

WHERE WE LIVE
Mapping Neighborhoods of 
Kids Around the Globe
Ruurs, Margriet
Illus. by Wenjia Tang
Kids Can (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-5253-0137-7  

Communities come in all sizes. 
The book spotlights children from 

neighborhoods around the world. Along with a brief summary, 
each entry contains a simplified map of important locations 
in the child’s life. An entry devoted to Rejan, a young girl liv-
ing in Cairo, Egypt, features a map that includes her home, her 
mosque, her school, and the main road near the Nile. Another 
spread, devoted to Moana, a boy who lives on Tongareva in the 
Cook Islands, includes a map that highlights the child’s church, 
his home, a nearby solar farm, and the wharf where Moana is 
learning to fish. Each map includes a compass, a legend, and a 



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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

scale bar that uses meters as the only measurement of distance. 
Graphically, the illustrations are reminiscent of the poster arts 
program of the WPA, but the style feels stagnant, and the 
oversize landmarks and the metric measurements make dis-
tances feel confusing. The introduction and the author’s note 
both mention that the stories are based on interviews with real 
children, but neither explains whether the names have been 
changed or how accurate the accounts are or if they are a fic-
tional conglomeration of stories told to the author. The book 
may attract readers with an interest in geography or storytell-
ers, but educators and caregivers should prepare to help with 
supplemental research support. 

Well meant but somewhat confusing. (glossary, index) 
(Nonfiction. 8-10)

HOT DOG 
Salati, Doug
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-5933-0843-1  

Cool ocean breezes prove to be the 
perfect antidote to city burnout in this 
loving doggy tale.

On a hot summer’s day in a metropolis reminiscent of New 
York, a middle-aged human and a wiener dog run errands. But 
today the little dog is feeling overwhelmed by the crowds and 
the heat. Spare text reveals their unhappiness: “too close! too 
loud! too much! THAT’S IT!” The dog digs in their heels, refus-
ing to go any further. The owner sympathizes and immediately 
whisks the little dog away. Not simply off the streets, but from 
a train to a boat to an island, “wild and long and low.” After a 
day playing by the sea (and encountering what turns out to be a 
seal), they return to the city, where the world has cooled down 
and the two can come home to dinner and a sleep filled with 
dreams of seals. Salati expertly captures the stifling claustro-
phobia of hot and crowded city streets. One can almost feel the 
palpable temperature shift when the colors on the pages move 
from vibrant oranges, reds, and yellows to blues and greens, like 
a tonal reprieve. Happily, the book avoids demonizing cities in 
favor of the country, showing instead how a bad day affects your 
every sense. Spare poetic text also perfectly captures this small 
canine’s mindset. The dog’s human presents as White; other 
characters are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

You needn’t be a dog owner to identify with this expertly 
wrought tale of physical and emotional relief. (Picture book. 3-6)

SEEKERS OF THE FOX
Sands, Kevin
Viking (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-0-593-32754-8 
Series: Thieves of Shadow, 2 

Following Children of the Fox (2021), 
Callan’s band of thieves plans a heist to 
save one of their own.

Lachlan—small even for his 10 
years—is mortally wounded. Cal’s only 

hope is that the Dragon’s Eye (a powerful, less-than-trustworthy 
magical artifact that bonded with him) will lead them to Lach-
lan’s salvation. The Eye delivers, but their relief is short-lived, as 
the primeval magic that saved him leaves a stain on Lachlan’s 
soul—and will eventually consume him completely. Cal still 
owes the Eye his assistance in return for its previous help, and 
it guides them to a storyteller who gives him hope for Lachlan 
as they learn of long-lost relics, a pair of magical swords—one 
possessing the power to heal. In subsequent action, the band of 
thieves navigates through their world’s lost history and mythol-
ogy on a quest that will take them diving to reach a shipwreck 
and ends with a major heist. The climax even delights in genre 
conventions, cutting from the action to flashbacks of the plan-
ning and scheming. The text offers frequent reminders of the 
characters’ wants and the plot’s stakes; the slowdown from the 
repetitive recapping will frustrate some readers but be helpful 
for those who need to read the lengthy book in shorter chunks. 
Overarching mysteries about side characters are added to, and 
the ending preps for the next installment. Characters default 
to White.

A fun heist is a reward for expository worldbuilding. (Fan-
tasy. 8-12)

WE’RE IN 
THIS TOGETHER 
A Young Readers 
Edition of We Are Not Here To 
Be Bystanders
Sarsour, Linda
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster 
(240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-5344-3929-0  

The co-organizer of the 2017 Wom-
en’s March on Washington shares the story of growing to be 
unapologetically herself in this young readers’ adaptation of her 
2020 memoir. 

Sarsour reminisces about growing up Muslim and Palestin-
ian American in the 1980s and ’90s and her journey to becoming 
an community organizer. She reflects on visiting Palestine as a 
child, living in an underserved Brooklyn community, and how 
witnessing parallel injustices in both places sparked an under-
standing that would influence her future work. The author 
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contrasts her youthful struggles with identity and her longing 
for recognition (many peers knew nothing about Palestine 
and questioned why it was not on the classroom map, and she 
was frequently mistaken for Puerto Rican or Italian) with later 
deciding to wear the hijab and thus being visibly Muslim in the 
aftermath of 9/11. She also describes grappling with personal 
tragedy and organizing social justice movements both locally 
and nationally. Weighty and challenging matters are addressed 
in a straightforward way in approachable language that allows 
young people to understand the triumphs and tribulations of 
an activist’s life. Much of what Sarsour writes will feel relatable 
to readers, especially her process of dealing with identity and 
loss, and she offers space for them to see their own experiences 
reflected in hers. The moments of accomplishment, struggle, 
sadness, and perseverance shown here provide a touching, 
uplifting image of America that is seldom represented.

Equal parts inspiring, emotional, and informative: a neces-
sary read. (glossary, endnotes) (Nonfiction. 9-14)

MAYOR GOOD BOY 
GOES HOLLYWOOD
Scheidt, Dave
Illus. by Miranda Harmon
Colors by Lyle Lynde
Random House Graphic (224 pp.) 
$9.99  |  $12.99 PLB  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-0-593-12489-5
978-0-593-12545-8 PLB  

Film, friendship, and food are powerful 
forces for good in this community-minded 

follow-up to Mayor Good Boy (2021).
The fluffy white canine leader of Greenwood works hard 

with the assistance of helpful if sometimes silly junior aides 
Abby and Aaron Ableman. A film crew is in town to make a 
documentary about Mayor Good Boy, to be screened in a vol-
unteer-renovated community theater. Filming is interrupted by 
a string of thefts around town, which motivates the community 
to unite and find the culprits. Abby is portrayed as bright and 
responsible, while Aaron is impulsive and steers most interac-
tions toward either food or action. In fact, nearly every scene 
in the story includes food, so readers may want to have a snack 
handy. The cartoonish art brims with humor; layouts frequently 
use about four, five, or six neatly arranged panels per page and 
are easy to follow. Though the wacky premise of a dog as mayor 
yields plenty of jokes—Mayor Good Boy gets distracted by a 
hunk of cheese in his pursuit of one of the thieves—the book 
also contains a strong message about working together and sup-
porting others. Backmatter includes a demonstration of comics 
production from script to sketch to finished page. There are 
also four recipes, each from a different character. In addition 
to the beige-skinned Ableman siblings, the town is relatively 
diverse.

As charming and spontaneous as the first installment. 
(Graphic fiction. 7-10)

THE ANGRY MONK 
AND THE FLY
A Tale of Mindfulness for 
Children
Schneider, Tina
Tuttle (64 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-0-8048-5375-0  

Even a disciplined monk can lose his cool.
A light-skinned, bald monk in orange robes sits for medita-

tion each day in a field of morning glories. He sits so still that 
wild animals feel safe around him. “They knew this monk like 
nature, like weather and earth know each other.” He sits night 
and day, and all the animals are at peace with him except one: 
a fly. The fly buzzes around the monk’s head, angering him. 
His outbursts frighten the other animals away. Each day he 
vows to ignore the fly, but each day his anger gets the better 
of him. The monk uses breathing meditation to calm himself, 
but the annoying fly still gets to him. One day, the fly lands on 
the monk’s nose. The monk looks at the fly and really sees it. 
He sees himself in the fly’s eyes and feels a oneness with the fly 
and all creation. He sees the fly as “Buddha-Fly.” The fly is no 
longer an irritant; it’s a teacher. Subtitled “a tale of mindfulness 
for children,” Schneider’s story of awakening might work best 
for children who already have a passing knowledge of the teach-
ings of Buddha since concepts such as oneness, “Buddha-Fly,” 
and meditation aren’t explained. The illustrations, a mix of folk 
art and abstraction, contain a few confusing moments. Simple 
meditation instructions are included at the close. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Better choices abound in the boom of mindfulness titles 
for kids. (Picture book. 5-9)

DOODLEVILLE
Art Attacks!
Sell, Chad
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $23.99 PLB  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-984894-73-1
978-0-593-56930-6 PLB 
Series: Doodleville, 2 

Painted figures stepping out of their 
frames create chaos at the art museum—
paralleled by conflicts among young visi-

tors trying to restore peace.
The freehand drawings that came to life and made mis-

chief in 2020’s series opener both help and hinder Drew and 
her sketchbook-toting art club as, in the wake of a repeat out-
ing to the Art Institute of Chicago, the disappearance from a 
painting of an errant baby wearing a hilariously extravagant 
hat touches off a wholesale exodus from the rest of the collec-
tion. Worse yet, angry disagreements about how, or whether, to 
restore order come close to breaking up the club even as events 
take a scary turn when nonbinary rebel TJ casts a spell that 
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turns an already creepy portrait of Dorian Gray into a writhing 
mélange of different art styles. The dialogue runs to moralistic 
reflections—on understanding others, what real heroes do, the 
importance of working together and learning from mistakes, 
and similar—but there’s plenty of silent action in the small (but 
flexibly shaped and arranged) panels as two-dimensional figures 
turn the museum’s walls into a battleground. Ultimately, the 
three-dimensional ones both bond and prevail. Along with sage 
observations about the rewards and value of art, Sell—without 
identifying the many works he freely redraws—folds in hints 
for interested art detectives to pursue. Drew reads White in a 
broadly diverse cast.

Heavy-handed on the life lessons but a refreshingly cre-
ative take on a Night-at-the-Museum theme. (Graphic fantasy. 
8-12)

REMEMBERING MOM’S 
KUBBAT HALAB
Sharif, Medeia
Illus. by Paran Kim
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 1, 2022
978-0-8075-6932-0  

A little girl and her brother miss their 
dayik and their favorite meal she used to 

prepare.
Bushra and her brother, Sherzat, miss Mom and all the 

things she did for them. Since her death, they have not had their 
favorite meal, kubbat halab, which she used to prepare for them. 
Their dad isn’t much of a cook. Grandma and then Aunt Latifa 
both claim to “make the best kubbat halab,” but neither of their 
versions is quite like Mom’s. Bushra decides she can make it 
with Sherzat and Dad and shows them the steps. But when their 
kubbat halab still doesn’t taste like Mom’s, Bushra cries. Her 
brother and dad comfort her, and Dad reminds Bushra, “Your 
dayik will always be with us.” He adds, “And we’ll always remem-
ber her, especially when we cook together.” Kim’s gentle illus-
trations capture Bushra’s emotions—disappointment when she 
realizes her grandma’s and aunt’s kubbat halab are not like her 
mom’s, joy as she, Sherzat, and their dad prepare the kubbat 
halab. Sharif deftly portrays a child’s grief after losing a parent 
and shows a family healing together through a special meal that 
brings them memories of a loved one. Language and food ref-
erences cue the family as Middle Eastern; in an author’s note, 
Sharif mentions her own Iraqi Kurdish background, discusses 
kubbat halab, and includes a recipe. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An accessible story about coping with loss. (Picture book. 4-8)

SALLIE BEE WRITES A THANK-
YOU NOTE
Sheinmel, Courtney & Susan Verde
Illus. by Heather Ross
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-4197-4960-5  

Nothing says thank you like a heart-
felt handwritten note.

It’s not every day that Sallie gets a gift in the mail, but when 
she receives a handmade scarf from Grandma Bee, she just has 
to say thanks. Sallie is eager to text Grandma, but her mother is 
on her phone, and Sallie finally decides to write down her text so 
she won’t forget it. Saying thank you isn’t enough, Sallie decides, 
and the thanks naturally evolve as she writes down what she 
is thankful for and how the gift makes her feel. Mom declares 
Sallie’s work a thank-you note that just needs to be signed and 
mailed. Sallie is hooked on writing thank-you notes decorated 
with hearts and swirls—for the crossing guard, a bus buddy, and 
the lunch lady. Readers with sometimes-annoying siblings will 
appreciate that Sallie even thanks her brother for keeping his 
tarantula, Cuddles, caged all day. Later, Sallie receives more 
mail—a thank-you note from Mom for showing her “how many 
reasons there are to write a thank-you note.” Rosy illustrations 
featuring Sallie’s colorful notes help tell the story and capture 
familial love and the protagonist’s kindnesses. Look for Sal-
lie’s kitten in most of the illustrations. Sallie and her family are 
brown-skinned; their community is a diverse one. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Will inspire and prepare readers to share their thanks. 
(step-by-step instructions for writing a thank-you note) (Pic-
ture book. 5-8)

NINA SONI, SNOW SPY
Sheth, Kashmira
Illus. by Jenn Kocsmiersky
Peachtree (192 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-68263-498-1 
Series: Nina Soni 

Nina has a fun winter holiday with 
some new friends.

It’s Friday, and Nina and her younger 
sister, Kavita, are excited for the long 

weekend break from school. Everyone has exciting plans, like 
Nina’s best friend, Jay, who’s going skiing with his cousins. 
Nina’s family is getting the house ready to welcome some old 
friends of her parents, who have two children who are about 
Nina’s and Kavita’s ages. Nina comes up with the idea of build-
ing a snow fort and makes a list of all the fun things they could 
all do in it, like being snow spies! That night, Nina notices an 
unknown person visiting one of the houses on her street, but 
her neighbors are away on a monthslong vacation. Who could 
this Mystery Person (MP for short) be? Maybe Nina’s idea of 

“An accessible story about coping with loss.”
remembering mom’s kubbat halab
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snow spies came at just the right time. Nina, who enjoys making 
lists and sometimes has trouble focusing, is an earnest protago-
nist with classic worries about the sometimes-intricate levels of 
friendship. As in other Nina Soni titles, the text keeps to simple 
sentence structures without many clauses, making this book 
an optimal choice for emerging readers. Occasional grayscale 
illustrations, boxed-off definitions of some higher-level words, 
and Nina’s lists break up the text. Nina and Kavita are of Indian 
descent, Jay is of Indian and Norwegian descent, and the Sonis’ 
guests are Indian and Filipino American.

Snow good! (Fiction. 7-10)

BHAI FOR NOW
Siddiqui, Maleeha
Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-338-70209-5  

A Parent Trap redux that doesn’t 
disappoint. 

Ashar plays hockey and lives with 
his mother. Shaheer likes interior deco-
rating just like his paternal grandfather, 
something he can’t really indulge in 

because the two of them are constantly moving house with Sha-
heer’s doctor father. Ashar’s least favorite subject is science, one 
that Shaheer is pretty good at. The two boys, long-lost identical 
twin brothers whose parents divorced when they were babies, 
finally come face to face at school after a series of comedic 
errors. Determined to figure out why they were separated and 
the existence of each kept hidden from the other, the twins 
come up with a complex swapping system in which Shaheer 
gets to spend time with his mother and Ashar with his father 
and grandfather. What follows is a heartwarming story of fam-
ily, siblings, and belonging. Set in Northern Virginia, the story’s 
outline may be familiar, but what makes it work is the writing: 
It’s lucid, pacy, and gives enough space for all the characters to 
find their own voices, especially the tweens. There are morsels 
of Pakistani food, moments of Muslim solidarity, and lots of 
hopes and aspirations about growing up that come with being 
eighth graders, all skillfully brought together. 

A delightful tale of family love and complexity. (Fiction. 8-12)

LOVE, ESCARGOT
Slater, Dashka
Illus. by Sydney Hanson
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-374-31426-2 
Series: Escargot 

Alors! Beaucoup de français abounds in this third outing 
starring everyone’s favorite francophone gastropod.

It’s Snailentine’s Day, and Escargot is dressing up to the 
nines. Why? Because Escargot has received an invitation to a 

party and is determined to arrive with the perfect outfit. Break-
ing right through the fourth wall, the stylish snail encourages 
readers to embrace their snail selves. After Escargot shows 
readers how to wave their tentacles, practice “shy-hiding,” and 
dance, it’s time to attend the party. However, Escargot experi-
ences a bit of shell shock when it becomes clear that there are 
no other snails here—instead, it’s Volerie’s Volentine’s Day 
party. (“Do voles like snails? Do voles eat snails?”) Will Escargot 
embrace the unknown and dance with Volerie? But of course! 
Like a mini Maurice Chevalier, this sweet snail must come out 
of their shell after having waxed eloquent about what to do 
at a party. Truthfully, there’s not as much to this tale beyond 
the usual declaration not to judge a book by its cover. Be wary, 
though. Sweet art means that when Escargot winsomely tells 
readers, “You can kiss me if you like,” it’ll be hard for them to 
pass up the chance. Be prepared for a moist Valentine’s Day 
storytime. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Though love and snails rarely go together, it’s easy to be 
won over by this mighty mollusk. (Picture book. 4-7)

POO IN THE ZOO
The Island of Dinosaur Poo
Smallman, Steve
Illus. by Ada Grey
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-68010-283-3  

There’s more animal poo outside the 
zoo!

Zookeeper Bob McGrew, a brown-skinned boy, is back 
and all set to vacation with his animals. How are they travel-
ing? By poo, of course! Led by the series’ previous zoo visitor, 
light-skinned poo collector Hector Gloop, this bevy of zoo 
residents, including an elephant, a lion, a giraffe, and a flamingo, 
climb into a poo-shaped flying contraption and set off in search 
of various samples. They’re on their way to Kerplink, aka “the 
Land of Living Poo,” also home to an assortment of dinosaurs, 
and as they travel, “Dear old Hector never stopped / catching 
anything that plopped.” They find the stools of a stoat, a hare, 
a bear, a mountain goat, a yeti, and more. But they’re also in 
search of a living creature said to be made up of poo. Can they 
find it, or will they end up being eaten by a hungry dinosaur? A 
diverse group of zoo visitors is waiting back at the zoo to find 
out! Appealing, action-filled illustrations show the animals on 
their oddball journey, and while the rhyming text is sometimes 
awkward, young readers and listeners won’t mind a bit; they’ll 
be left hyperventilating in a plethora of giggles. Lovers of toilet 
humor will appreciate the multitude of poo references (bolded 
for extra emphasis). Without a doubt, this tale is full of absur-
dity, fun—and, of course, poo. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A quirky treat for the bathroom obsessed. (Picture book. 2-6)

“Though love and snails rarely go together, it’s easy 
to be won over by this mighty mollusk.”

love, escargot
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THE MERMAID MOON
Smith, Briony May
Anne Schwartz/Random (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-984896-56-8
978-1-984896-57-5 PLB  

A friendship-focused modern fairy 
tale in an idyllic seaside village.

One night each year, on the Mermaid 
Moon festival, sea creatures float through the picturesque town 
of Merporth, frolicking alongside the cheerful villagers. Merrin, 
a light-skinned mermaid whose long red hair may invite com-
parisons to Disney’s Ariel, is at last old enough to join the other 
creatures, and she can’t wait to go to her best friend Molly’s 
house. Molly, a light-skinned, brown-haired human, often visits 
Merrin, diving underwater or sitting with her by the sea, but 
tonight will be different. With an emphasis on camaraderie, 
this tale sees Merrin having a fun night out with Molly. Para-
graphs of text in a small black font make this an option for a 
slightly older or more patient audience. Mixed-media art shim-
mers, with appealing blue-greens bringing to life Merrin’s sea 
home and deep blues depicting the sky on the night of the Mer-
maid Moon festival. Still, the story lulls overall, with only one 
brief conflict—it seems Merrin may not make it back to the sea 
before “the moon’s reflection disappears from the sea,” which 
would spell death for her cove’s magic. The solution is creative 
yet too swiftly and neatly found to satisfy readers. Molly is an 
uncomplicated character, defined by her love of Merrin, evi-
denced by jars of sea ephemera in her bedroom. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Close to enchanting but not quite. (Picture book. 5-8)

WHO IS THE MAN IN THE AIR?
Michael Jordan
Soria, Gabe
Illus. by Brittney Williams
Penguin Workshop (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-38592-0 
Series: Who HQ Graphic Novels 

A dramatic visual account of the piv-
otal game of the 1997 NBA Finals.

It’s suspenseful from the get-go: 
With the seven-game series between the Chicago Bulls and the 
Utah Jazz tied at two wins apiece, Bulls shooting guard Michael 
Jordan wakes up in the middle of the night before Game 5 feel-
ing sick as a dog. Six foot eight small forward Scottie Pippen 
reassures his worried teammates: “He’ll be here. And if he’s sick, 
he’ll still play, ’cause you know how he is.” And (spoiler alert) 
show up he does—looking shivery and miserable in Williams’ 
chiseled action scenes, but through an exciting, seesaw contest, 
he racks up 38 points on the way to a close-fought win. Switch-
ing back and forth between the game and an argumentative 
trio of young fans pinned to their TV, Soria alternates punchy 

dialogue and announcers’ commentary with prose interludes 
setting up the episode, the game’s stars and rules, and the after-
math (along with a paean to Jordan’s signature shoes). Dramatic 
angles and flashes of dazzle crank up the pace, and figures in the 
panels, nearly all people of color, have individualized features 
and a range of skin tones. New and confirmed fans will appreci-
ate the MJ timeline (up to his third and final retirement in 2003) 
and multiage reading list at the end.

Pulse-pounding, both as a sports highlight and a tribute 
to the character and determination of one of the game’s unex-
celled greats. (Graphic nonfiction. 9-11)

ROAR LIKE A LION
How Animals Can Help You 
Be Your Best Self
Sorosiak, Carlie
Illus. by Katie Walker
David Fickling/Scholastic (160 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-338-80218-4  

Important emotional lessons from 
the animal world.

Have you ever marveled at two dogs 
first meeting and seeming to make friends so easily? Or perhaps 
you feel like a pigeon amid a flock of other birds—just a part of 
the crowd? Well, the dogs recognize the importance of healthy 
bonds, and each pigeon is unique! Animals interact and adapt in 
such marvelous ways; they can be inspirations to humans. With 
proclamations and affirmations directed to readers (“dear young 
humans”), the book features chapters on individuality, inner 
confidence, a supportive pack, kindness, bravery, resilience, and 
happiness. Sorosiak compares facts about certain species and 
true stories of particular animals to common human challenges 
involving school, art, and friendship. She includes various 
perspectives and emphasizes that everyone is different—and 
that’s OK. For instance, a crow can’t run fast like an ostrich or 
hover like a hummingbird, but it can solve complex puzzles and 
remember human faces for years, and that’s really impressive! 
Playful typography intermixes with Walker’s charming illustra-
tions to sustain visual appeal. Taken together, this is a great read 
for animal lovers (full of interesting information) or any young 
reader needing a smile (images of pandas somersaulting in the 
snow are sure to elicit grins) and some encouragement through 
the trials of life. Humans depicted with their animal friends are 
racially diverse.

Like life, grab this book with both paws! (author’s note, 
index of animals) (Nonfiction. 8-13)
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BEAUTIFUL YOU, 
BEAUTIFUL ME 
Spillett-Sumner, Tasha
Illus. by Salini Perera
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 15, 2022
978-1-77147-452-8  

A young Black girl worrying over 
the way she looks is comforted by her 

mother.
Izzy’s favorite place to be is snuggled up with her mama. But 

being so cozy and close, it’s hard not to notice all the ways that 
Izzy and Mama don’t match. Izzy’s skin is dark like chocolate, 
while Mama’s is lighter like sand. Izzy’s hair coils up in springy 
curls, but Mama’s hangs straight in a long, swaying braid. Izzy 
anxiously points out these differences, wishing she could look 
just like Mama, but Mama reassures her each time that while 

“not all mamas and babies match…they still belong to one 
another.” Spillett-Sumner’s quiet text strikes a steady rhythm of 
call and response: Izzy’s uncertainties and her mother’s answer-
ing refrain that celebrates rather than dismisses the pair’s differ-
ences. Perera’s illustrations play behind and between the beats, 
gently pulling readers into an intimate visual space and giving 
dimension to the safety and strength of the mother and daugh-
ter’s relationship. While Izzy is portrayed as Black and dark-
skinned, Mama’s heritage is left open, though she is depicted as 
brown-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lovely accompaniment to any cuddle. (Picture book. 3-7)

LOOKING FOR TRUE
Springstubb, Tricia
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House 
(288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-8234-5099-2  

Two kids in a small town join forces 
to rescue an unloved dog.

Big-for-11 Jude lives with his mother 
and younger half brother; their mom 
works at a nursing home. Small-for-11 

Gladys, who is adopted, helps her mom run an in-home day care; 
her dad was laid off from the auto plant. When Jude, Gladys, and 
a strange woman with a blue-eyed dog collide, both kids feel an 
immediate, wordless connection—to the dog, if not each other. 
When True Blue, as Gladys dubs her, disappears, Gladys and Jude 
find her and hide her in Jude and best friend Jabari’s secret for-
tress on the wrong side of town, but it’s not a long-term solution. 
Gladys’ dad is allergic, and Jude’s mom is afraid of dogs—how can 
they save True Blue from the owner who treats her poorly? Chap-
ters from alternating close third-person perspectives show what 
Gladys and Jude think of themselves and each other, their deep-
est worries and fears, how their parents’ beliefs have shaped their 
own, and how they are shaping each other. The protagonists are a 
study in contrasts, and the supporting characters bring different 

worldviews and advice. Jude reads White. Jabari’s name and fre-
quent, negative, othering mentions of the size, texture, and hair-
product smell of Gladys’ hair may indicate that they are Black. 
The repeated use of lame as an insult and insensitive language 
used to describe people with substance abuse issues detract from 
the otherwise moving writing.

A bighearted novel that suffers from issues with represen-
tation. (Fiction. 9-13)

SOMEDAY
Stansbie, Stephanie
Illus. by Frances Ives
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-68010-281-9  

Follow a mother bear and cub as they 
spend a day in the woods and the cub 

learns about life.
Like most parents, Mommy Bear wishes the best for her 

cub—strength, courage, perseverance in the face of adversity, 
and future loving companions. Someday. But now is the time for 
the mother and cub to make memories of berry feasts, swims, 
and snuggles. Their day is idyllic as they roam, lounge, play, and 
finally sleep. The illustrations include other animal parent-child 
units out and about, too. Early in the story, Mommy Bear com-
pares her cub to a sapling growing into a tree, and trees, in vari-
ous forms and from different perspectives, figure prominently 
in the soothing illustrations. The dark bears with crisp contours 
stand out against a variety of soft pastel nature scenes. Tree 
limbs often flow across the page and subtly underscore the go-
with-the-flow attitude of the bears’ day. However, the leaves in 
fall flame hues, which add splashes of color to most illustrations, 
seem incongruously tiny given the small size of the cub. This 
quiet, philosophical read-aloud is just right for nap time. Given 
that Mommy Bear is the picture of relaxed parenting, it’s also 
an ideal gift to remind new mothers or mothers-to-be to savor 
each day with their child as well as a wonderful Mother’s Day 
present. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet parent-child relationship laced with lessons about 
enjoying today while also looking ahead to the future. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

THE DISAPPEARING 
MR. JACQUES
Sterer, Gideon
Illus. by Benjamin Chaud
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Aug. 23, 2022
978-0-525-57941-0
978-0-525-57942-7 PLB  

With a stream of stagey patter, a magician invites willing 
viewers to participate in an exploit that will test their imagina-
tions to the utmost.
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Many magicians seem to disappear with the help of cur-
tains or other props, but only Mr. Jacques—properly kitted 
out in Chaud’s minimally detailed scenes with wand, top hat, 
twirly mustache, and smiling rabbit assistant—will actually fade 
out before your eyes in the span of just a few page turns. “Can 
you find me?” Mr. Jacques teases from an empty spread. “Am 
I…perched atop your head? // Not anymore.” “Make a fist. I will 
reappear inside your hand…but if you open it, I will vanish.” Per-
haps to take an invisible leap…and “land upon your nose!” Or, 
appealing to another sense, very careful listeners just might hear 
subtle audio cues. Reappearing suddenly, the pale-skinned per-
former at last invites sharp observers to watch closely as magi-
cian and rabbit fade one last time and promise to teach the 
trick…to anyone, again, who can find them. Readers willing to 
suspend disbelief (or play along) may or may not succeed but 
will certainly come away seeing, feeling, and listening to every-
thing more attentively. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

The power of suggestion works its usual magic. (Picture 
book. 6-8)

MIDNIGHT AT THE SHELTER
Steveson, Nanci Turner
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-06-267321-3  

A three-legged rescue dog helps 
other shelter dogs escape The Unthink-
able and matches them with their perfect 
forever homes. 

Canines MahDi and Ozzie and 
feline Domino live with MomDoc; MahDi and Ozzie are fre-
quent visitors to MomDoc’s veterinary practice and the local 
shelter. Mike and Rebecca usually run the shelter, but a man 
called Huck is taking over temporarily while Mike goes to the 
hospital, and all the animals—plus Toby, MomDoc’s 13-year-old 
neighbor—have a bad feeling about Huck. MahDi serves as the 
main narrator, but stories told by nine other dogs who all ulti-
mately end up at the shelter are interwoven. When Huck puts 
an orange tag on each of their crates, marking them for eutha-
nasia, MahDi and his friends conduct a breakout, delivering 
each dog to a new home. An epilogue that takes place a month 
later ties up all the stories neatly and provides a final reunion. 
Some readers may struggle to keep the expanding cast of char-
acters straight, and the pace of the story is somewhat slow until 
the breakout, but each dog’s story illustrates one of the many 
ways dogs come to need new homes and how wonderful rescue 
animals can be. Human characters are minimally described and 
seem to follow a White default.

Animal lovers will appreciate the canine content if they 
have the patience to read until all the stories converge. (Fiction. 
8-12)

I LOVE YOU LIKE
Swerling, Lisa & Ralph Lazar
Chronicle Books (60 pp.) 
$9.95  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-79721-007-0  

A humorous explanation of what love 
is and isn’t. 

Though the text is straightforward, 
the spare cartoon illustrations are loaded 
with fun details. Spreads feature the words 

I love you followed by three rhyming phrases. The first illustration 
of each verse offers a humorous contradiction: “I love you like a 
cuddle loves”—a cactus? (The accompanying image depicts a 
brown-skinned child looking nervously at the cactus.) Of course 
not. But the next illustrations and words show more likely compar-
isons. “I love you like a cuddle loves / a bunny.” Even the youngest 
listeners will get the joke that a bear loves honey and not broccoli 
or that a cat prefers sleeping in the sun to walking under cloudy 
skies, although many young readers will not embrace I love you 

“like a heart loves / romance.” Strategic page turns add suspense or 
giggles and create opportunities for children to supply their own 
answers, perhaps even in rhyme, and the text’s simple format can 
easily be extended for more wordplay using daily events. Fun word 
choices will introduce kids to potentially new vocabulary. “I love 
you like a pirate loves / an X, // like a witch loves / a hex, // and like 
a muscle loves / to flex.” Because the book ends with the clear mes-
sage of “I LOVE YOU!” readers should be prepared to close the 
book and share a loving hug or two. Characters throughout are 
diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Perfect for a snuggly read, a Valentine’s Day storytime, or 
a gift between special friends of any age. (Picture book. 3-8)

WHAT’S SWEETER
Tate, June
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 13, 2022
978-0-06-311413-5  

Simple suggestions to enjoy the little, 
sweeter things in life.

In a series of uncomplicated obser-
vations and questions, Tate reminds 

readers that each day is full of amazing experiences. Some are 
wonderfully sensory in nature, like when you stroke the “soft 
spot / behind a cat’s ear,” “when a ladybug / lands on your arm,” 
and “when you get a hug / from someone / you haven’t seen / in 
a very long time.” Some experiences are more personal, such as 

“finally getting something / you’ve been practicing”—like land-
ing a tricky skateboard jump for the first time—or “the feeling 
you get // when you do something / you really like // and you 
forget / about everything else.” In the accompanying multipage 
sequence of illustrations for this last one, a brown-skinned 
child artist paints butterflies that imaginatively lift off the can-
vas and become real. Other observations will help readers look 
more carefully to find “a turtle / eating a salad” or shift their 

“A quiet book that will help readers experience and 
reflect on the rich sensations of life.”

what’s sweeter
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perception to recognize “a fire truck / getting a bath” or realize 
that “you never quite know // what color the sunset might be / 
at the end of the day.” The final observation will elicit “aws,” a 
fittingly tender moment for a soothing bedtime read. Almost 
childlike in their execution, the illustrations are colorful but 
calm and highlight active kids with a variety of skin tones and 
hairstyles and colors. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A quiet book that will help readers experience and reflect 
on the rich sensations of life. (Picture book. 3-7)

WALLY THE WORLD’S 
GREATEST PIANO-PLAYING 
WOMBAT
Tep, Ratha
Illus. by Camilla Pintonato
Princeton Architectural Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-64896-180-9  

One-upmanship has never been so 
over-the-top. 

How can Wally Wombat keep up with Wylie Wombat? Play 
the piano? Done that. Tap dance—while playing the piano? 
Done THAT. Twirling a ball on a furry snout—while tap danc-
ing and playing the piano? DONE THAT! Ferociously sweating 
Wally Wombat has had “ENOUGH!” Wylie Wombat can do 
everything he can, and maybe even better. If Wally can’t be the 
best, he won’t play at all. So there. Wally quickly realizes that a 
quiet life in his burrow, while nice, isn’t what he wishes for most 
of all. Wylie offers up a truce and chocolate chip cookies on a 
picnic blanket—playing alone isn’t quite as much fun as having a 
friendly competitor. Wally and Wylie set up their dueling pianos. 
Soon the overachieving marsupials unicycle and flamethrow to 
stardom under the eucalyptus tree. They are the best—until 
they aren’t….Tep’s encouraging message about doing what you 
love despite not being the greatest of all time will spur children 
to explore life’s joys just for the pleasure it brings. (Regardless 
of cheeky parachuting wombats.) Pintonato’s vividly detailed 
illustrations comically highlight the myriad emotions clashing 
across put-upon Wally’s face. The unifying motif of the picnic 
blanket–patterned endpapers cleverly foreshadows the conflict 
resolution to come. The illustrator’s skillful use of negative 
space emphasizes the escalating mayhem to hilarious effect. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

This rollicking fable will resonate with aficionados, dilet-
tantes, and prodigies everywhere. (Picture book. 4-8)

YOUNIVERSE
The Quantum Kaleidoscope 
of You
van der Merwe, Lizelle
Tilbury House (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-88448-955-9  

A meditation on the cosmic unities 
within and beyond each reader.

Using scientific concepts but in 
ways more likely to elicit incomprehension, van der Merwe 
first takes readers from the infinite “universe” to the more per-
sonal “youniverse” and then in stages to photons…which weave 
together with atoms to create the molecules that make up every-
thing on Earth…which is a member of “our town,” the solar sys-
tem…which is zooming along in the Milky Way through space, 
which has “many, many, many, many gazillions of atoms.” “Space 
and time are laced together into a fabric called space-time,” she 
goes on, “which supports everything you see and everything 
you can’t see in its palm,” including “your extraordinary imagi-
nation” and also “another kind of consciousness in the quaking 
aspen, a spark we do not yet fully understand.” Readers may 
be excused for not fully understanding any of this—nor do the 
illustrations offer much enlightenment, as fuzzy clouds repre-
senting atoms give way to swirly stars and galaxies, culminating 
in a fuzzy, swirly human figure aglitter with stars that becomes a 
shadowy silhouette floating in space: “This is you, / gazing / into 
the / universe. / This is the / YOUNIVERSE.” Anyone seeking 
a sense of their place in the (physical) scheme of things will be 
better served by Jason Chin’s Your Place in the Universe (2020). 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A mind-boggling muddle of fuzzy imagery, mixed meta-
phors, and confusing leaps in scale. (Informational picture book. 
7-9)

KNIGHT OF THE RAILS
Welldon, Christine
Red Deer Press (224 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2022
978-0-88995-669-8  

Extreme drought causes Billy’s fam-
ily to lose their farm in Saskatchewan, so 
he takes to the rails looking for work.

Money and food are scarce, and his 
parents are moving into town; the stock 

market crash has destabilized everything. Thirteen-year-old 
Billy decides to go west across Canada in search of work. Lack-
ing train fare, he jumps a boxcar. The action starts immediately 
and follows a push-pull rhythm. Some hobos teach Billy the 
ropes; another man attempts to molest him. Jumping trains is 
exciting but dangerous; he loses a friend. Kind strangers offer 
meals while a farmer cheats Billy out of hard-earned pay. Vivid, 
heartfelt descriptions illustrate how many among the mainly 
White cast are suffering (Billy crosses paths with a young 

“This rollicking fable will resonate with aficionados, 
dilettantes, and prodigies everywhere.”

wally the world’s greatest piano -playing wombat
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Métis man, learning about his community’s struggles), yet Billy 
remains open to wonder and surprise as his father advised. Still, 
with each challenge, his hopes for the future wane, reaching a 
low when he enters one of Prime Minister Bennett’s degrading 
so-called relief camps. Billy throws his frustration and anger 
into a failed protest. Political reforms may be slow, but Billy has 
changed: He has discovered he loves the freedom of travel, but 
it’s balanced by loyalty to his family, especially when he learns 
they need his help at home. When Billy next leaves home, it’s to 
fight Hitler, but the best surprise is yet to come.

Heartening and uplifting. (author interview, citations, 
suggested reading list) (Historical fiction. 10-14)

DARK ON LIGHT 
White, Dianne
Illus. by Felicita Sala
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 6, 2022
978-1-5344-8789-5  

A bedtime chant capable of trans-
forming anyone into a night owl.

Sumptuous watercolor, gouache, and 
colored pencil illustrations show a day 

shifting from sunshine to twilight to a deepening night sky. Mean-
while, three children are pulling on their boots, grabbing their 
flashlights, and heading out into a nighttime world as alive as it is 
welcoming. As the children search and explore, the text repeats 
the words dark on light through mesmeric rhymes. “Orange the 
moon, burnished and bright. / Meadow and owl and dark on 
light.” At last the children peek into a burrow and find their 
dog, the object of their search. The nighttime is welcoming 
here, and the children return home to the cozy arms of their 
parents. Truly the entire enterprise feels similar in tone to 
Janice May Udry’s Moon Jumpers (1959), illustrated by Maurice 
Sendak, as when the children ramble through fields of fragrant 
lavender beneath a brilliant sky. This is a book capable of ban-
ishing nighttime fears, showing the night to be a time of wonder, 
exploration, and even comfort. Sala’s art matches the cadences 
of the text beat for beat, offering consistently beautiful images 
of this undiscovered nighttime world. The children and their 
parents present as White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Lilting, haunting, rhyming, and as unforgettable as a 
dream the daylight just can’t quite erase. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE BAKER BY THE SEA
White, Paula
Templar/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5362-2389-7  

A love letter to a bygone era in coastal 
England.

White’s author’s note provides 
context for her tribute to a fishing 

community called Beach Village in Suffolk, England, recall-
ing how villagers worked together to bring in and preserve the 
catch. Fans of Joanne Schwartz’s Town Is by the Sea (2017), illus-
trated by Sydney Smith, may find parallels with this title, though 
there’s less longing or melancholy here. Instead, the tone is one 
of pride in recalling a former way of life. By highlighting not the 
fishermen or the Scotch fisher-girls who preserved the catch 
but instead the titular baker, the author showcases the crucial 
contributions of other townspeople (all of whom appear to be 
light-skinned) who sustained those directly involved in fishing. 
White cleverly casts as narrator the baker’s son, who wants to 
become a fisherman since their work seems more adventurous 
and heroic. Over time, however, he realizes how important his 
father’s work is. This shift allows readers to reinterpret the title 
not as a reference to the father, but to the child and his new 
aspirations. Pencil-and-ink illustrations, rendered in a muted 
palette of blue, gray, white, and sepia, underscore the text’s 
nostalgic feel. Fittingly, given that the book appears to be set 
during the first half of the 20th century, the art seems to chan-
nel Virginia Lee Burton’s style, with repetitive patterning in 
landscapes and attention to detail in the material culture of the 
seaside setting. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A toasty warm, sentimental read. (Picture book. 4-8)

ONE AND EVERYTHING
Winston, Sam
Candlewick Studio (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5362-1566-3  

What happens when one story starts 
eating all the other ones?

The main characters of this picture 
book are colorful circles that contain symbols, characters, and 
script from living and extinct languages, each representing 
a story, ranging from tales about “beautiful sunsets” to ones 
that are “simply full of dogs.” The tales seem to exist in rela-
tive harmony until one story decides to be “the most important 
story in the world.” Calling itself the One, the black-and-white 
circle begins swallowing other stories whole. The One nearly 
consumes every story on Earth, “but inside the One’s belly, 
something was happening”—the other stories, combined into 
new words, become a Voice. Pushing back against its captor, 
the Voice gets the One to understand that it is actually Every 
Story, not merely a single one. This realization causes the One 
to explode into multitudinous stories, transforming the imag-
ery from monochromatic blob to jewel-toned spheres. The text 
is sparse and the plot minimal; the heart of Winston’s book is 
the author’s note, which describes the importance of language 
preservation and introduces readers to the linguistic characters 
featured in the illustrations. Though the storyline won’t rivet 
younger readers, some children may appreciate the extensive 
appendix about ancient and endangered languages. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A somewhat oversimplified story about stories followed by 
fascinating backmatter. (Picture book. 5-10)
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GOODNIGHT, 
LITTLE SEA OTTER
Wood, Amanda
Illus. by Vikki Chu
Photos by Bec Winnel
Magic Cat (24 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1-4197-6021-1 
Series: Baby Animal Tales 

A tiny sea otter learns new life skills in the latest entry in the 
Baby Animal Tales series.

It is time for Little Sea Otter to grow up and learn how to 
paddle down deep and find food. She is nervous. The water is 
dark and cold. In a nod to a sea otter’s most endearing man-
nerism, Little Sea Otter’s mother gives her a great big hug 
while floating on her back. Filled with the courage she needs, 
Little Sea Otter dives deep. Later, her mother shows her how 
to break open a clam on the rocks, but she is unable to do so. 
She struggles and struggles. Her mom tells her that “learning 
takes time” and she should try again tomorrow. When Little 
Sea Otter encounters an even smaller sea otter who is hungry 
and lost, she steps up and finds herself easily drawing on her 
newfound skills—especially the hugging part. The simple tale is 
wonderfully reassuring. As with other installments in the series, 
the art features a distinctive blend of photography and illustra-
tion, with adorable photos of the young protagonist set within 
watercolor-esque underwater scenes. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Filled with warmth, comfort, and irresistible baby animal 
photos. (Picture book. 2-5)

I LOVE YOU LITTLE, 
I LOVE YOU LOTS
Wood, Douglas
Illus. by G. Brian Karas
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-545-44193-3  

A love poem, told in dialogue.
“My love for you would fill 10 pots / 15 buckets and 16 cans / 

3 teacups and 4 cakepans,” a gray cat informs a brown dog while 
ladling hot chocolate into the enumerated vessels. The sweet 
image and statement allude to the unquantifiable nature of love. 
Earnest pencil and digitally drawn art looks like it could be 
placed on a refrigerator alongside well-loved handmade notes 
and drawings. The anthropomorphic animals’ attachment to 
each other is without label, making for an inclusive tale that just 
about any caregiver could easily share with little ones at bed-
time. At one point, the cat states, “I love you up,” while the dog, 
suspended in the air while flying a kite, responds, “I love you 
down / My love for you / can touch the ground”—a page that 
makes effective use of perspective and movement. Wood and 
Karas also root the poem in the tangible as the characters refer-
ence the rainbow and trains to express their love. There are no 

bumps in the road here, and some may find the lack of narra-
tive or drama unfulfilling, but most will fall into the declarations 
heart-first. Fans of Salina Yoon’s Penguin and Pinecone (2012) or 
Kathryn Cristaldi’s I’ll Love You Till the Cows Come Home (2018), 
illustrated by Kristyna Litten, will find new companions in 
these pages. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

There’s a lot of love here, and it’s all good. (Picture book. 3-5)

CALLING FOR THE MOON
Wu, Xia
Illus. by Ziru Meng
Reycraft Books (36 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 14, 2022
978-1-4788-7958-9  

A child awaits the return of her dad during a big celebration.
As this Chinese import (translation uncredited) begins, 

it’s the Mid-Autumn Festival, and everyone is getting ready. 
Grandpa crafts a lantern that resembles a jade rabbit, Grandma 
makes mooncakes, and Mom cooks a tasty traditional meal. 
While they prepare, Yueyue wonders if Dad will come back 
today. “Dad said he would come back when the moon was the 
roundest.” So it must be today, the day of the Mid-Autumn 
Festival. As night falls and festivities commence, still Yueyue 
waits. When the moon hides behind clouds, impatience turns 
to worry. Yueyue cannot see the moon anywhere. “Moon, come 
out. Come out now!” she cries. But the moon remains con-
cealed. Will Dad really come home tonight if the moon is miss-
ing? Mom reminds Yueyue, who is named after the moon, that 
she is the “biggest and roundest moon” in her parents’ hearts. 
And ultimately, Dad (and the moon) comes back. This is a well-
paced story of waiting, worries, and reassurance. Meng’s paint-
erly illustrations complement Wu’s narrative beats. Spreads 
in dynamic perspectives bring visual interest to the calming, 
earthy palette of primarily tans and browns. The setting is not 
specified, but the community is cued as Chinese. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

As soft and reassuring as moonlight. (Picture book. 3-7)

TANGLED UP 
IN NONSENSE 
Wyatt, Merrill
McElderry (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-66591-232-7 
Series: Tangled Mysteries, 2 

Two middle school sleuths search for 
a 1920s gangster’s missing loot.

Sloane and Amelia haven’t had a 
good case since they solved the century-

old mystery of the Cursed Hoäl Jewels (Tangled Up in Luck, 
2021), and they’re losing YouTube subscribers. But they have an 
amazing opportunity: What if they find the missing fortune of 
bootlegger Jacqueline “Ma” Yaklin, a legendary Toledo criminal? 

“A warmhearted, very funny, madcap caper.”
tangled up in nonsense
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Sloane’s troublemaking, gambling, scheming grannies (whom 
she adores) trick Amelia’s hypercompetitive family into attend-
ing the Annual Ohio Peony Enthusiasts Competition—at a 
hotel that was once Ma Yaklin’s mansion. Now the Osburn and 
Poe Detective Agency has no excuse for not solving the cold 
case of the missing millions. Harassed by the over-the-top she-
nanigans of Amelia’s family’s ridiculous braggadocio, pestered 
by the grannies to (cough) discreetly acquire cuttings of prize-
winning peonies, and accompanied everywhere by Amelia’s 
costume-wearing, joyful dramatics, the girls will surely solve the 
mystery and find the lost lucre. Sloane helps Amelia feel bet-
ter about her family’s disrespect, and Amelia comforts Sloane, 
who’s worried about her dad’s new girlfriend. But even the 
laughter at their families’ antics is not unkind in this friendship-
building yarn. The puzzle itself is solvable by readers, as the 
foreshadowing omniscient narrator periodically prompts them 
to notice. Main characters are White.

A warmhearted, very funny, madcap caper. (historical 
note) (Mystery. 9-12)

I’M SAD TODAY
Yagüe, Elisa
Illus. by Celia Sacido
Trans. by Jon Brokenbrow
Cuento de Luz (34 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-84-18302-63-3  

In this tale translated from Spanish, 
a child explores different ways of looking 

at sadness.
“I’m sad today,” declares Olga, a child who wears green 

glasses and a striped shirt, with dark hair piled into a topknot. 
“I’m so sad I can’t even speak.” So Olga draws their sadness in 
black and then notices the white spaces look like stars and so 
colors them yellow, which makes them think of holes made by 
giant hands, and on it goes until the drawing ends up with a 
laughing giant. Later, when Olga again is sad and feels like cry-
ing, they draw a sea, which naturally requires a ship; fantasies 
of traveling the ocean lead to an afternoon of playing at being 
a pirate searching for treasure. On another sad occasion, Olga 
gazes in the mirror to see how sad they look; pulling faces leads 
to an irrepressible bout of laughter. Even when Olga feels their 
heart must be full of sorrow, this story manages to turn that 
concept on its head. Whimsical, clutter-free illustrations keep 
the focus on Olga and their grandmother, who quietly follows 
the child’s creative exploits. Yagüe’s text and Sacido’s artwork 
seamlessly come together to explore the boundless possibilities 
of a child’s imagination. Both child and grandmother have light-
tan skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A gentle reminder that even sadness, when served up with 
a dose of imagination, isn’t so bad after all. (Picture book. 4-6)

GO, SLED! GO!
Yang, James
Viking (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-593-40479-9  

An action-focused sled ride.
A cheerful character with tan skin 

and a striped cap totters over the crest 
of a bare snowy mountain on a yellow 

toboggan. The text gets right to the point, cheering, “Go, sled! 
Go!” The protagonist stares in dismay, shouting, “Oh, bunny! 
No!” as the sled barrels toward the startled critter. The sled 
doesn’t slow, and the following page shows the bunny riding 
along, too. With slight variations, this encounter repeats when 
the sled comes across a snowman, a moose, penguins, and the 
tan-skinned, pink-haired Mrs. Baker, whose cakes wind up 
everywhere when she ends up onboard. As the sled races along, 
picking up passengers, the dialogue, in speech bubbles, includes 
apologies and checks on well-being, perfect for starting conver-
sations about emotions and helping friends. The chunky black 
text gloriously becomes art, wrapping around in circles for the 
sled’s inevitable roller-coaster loop. Basic action words like jump 
and stop will make for interactive read-aloud moments. Blocky 
graphic illustrations are grounded in paper-white snow and blue 
tones throughout. The book contains many visual and narrative 
similarities to Kim Norman’s Ten on the Sled (2010), illustrated 
by Liza Woodruff, and other stories where each spread slip-
slides into the next. But Yang’s tale is an earnest, pleasant romp, 
and there is room on the shelf for this one, too. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Simply fun, ripe for repeat reads. (Picture book. 3-5)

MAMA’S HOME 
Youngblood, Shay
Illus. by Lo Harris
Make Me a World (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-0-593-18022-8
978-0-593-18023-5 PLB  

Novelist Youngblood tells a story of a 
child with seven homes and seven Big Mamas.

A Black child with two puffs goes to a different home every 
day. The child’s mother works late and sometimes travels for 
weeks at a time. So the Big Mamas take care of the narrator, 
and the child has different experiences and dreams with each 
of them. With Nurse Louella, the protagonist cycles around the 
airport parking lot and later thinks of being a pilot. With Miss 
Zikora, the narrator sings in Spanish, French, and Igbo (“I think 
I want to sing in my own band”). Other Big Mamas braid the 
child’s hair in a salon or teach them to fish. Finally, when Mama 
comes home, everyone celebrates together with more delicious 
food, and the child gets to sleep in their own little room in their 
own house, glad that Mama is home. This is a joyful, heartfelt 
celebration of family—born and chosen—and community, of 
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Black womanhood and expressions of love. The variety of 
people and homes in the child’s life is thoroughly engaging; the 
details of the women’s lifestyles, from fashion and cars to foods 
and conversations, immerse readers in each setting. Harris’ 
bright, warm illustrations use thick blocks of saturated colors 
to bring the Mamas, the child, and their relationships to life. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Unique and universally resonant, this fascinating tribute 
is one to share. (notes from the author and from Make Me a 
World creative director Christopher Myers, recipe for sweet 
pink punch) (Picture book. 4-9)

b o a r d  &  n o v e l t y 
b o o k s

FOR YOUR SMILE
Brantz, Loryn
HarperFestival (22 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-06-308634-0 
Series: A Love Poem Your Baby Can See 

 A rhyming board-book ode to a par-
ent’s love for a baby.

With quacks, buzzes, and meows, among other animal 
noises, a narrator explains just how much joy and love they have 
for their baby: “For your belly laugh, I’d tweet tweet like a bird. 
Because it’s the best sound that I’ve ever heard.” Each layout 
shows an animal pair happily enjoying each other. The illustra-
tions are done in black and white with pops of red throughout—
an artistic choice that, according to the back cover, was done so 
that babies can more easily see the images. The red mostly dots 
cheeks and highlights words, but one standout page depicts two 
mice in the doorway of their den, shadowed black against white 
light, a large red, eye-catching spool of thread to the side. Some 
illustrations give the impression of woodblock printing, most 
notably a diapered baby joyfully bounced by a parent with the 
night skyline of the Brooklyn Bridge visible through the win-
dow. The singsong-y rhymes provide appropriate pacing and a 
loving sentiment familiar in many similar board books. Unlike 
many other black-and-white, infant-intended titles, however, 
this one features far more visually stimulating illustrations that 
are well integrated with the text. Both the human parent and 
baby have skin the white of the page. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Age appropriate for little ones yet will also be appreciated 
by adults. (Board book. 0-2)

HOW WE EAT 
de la Fuente-Lau, Shuli
Little Feminist Press (22 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-73418-249-1 
Series: We Are Little Feminists, 5 

The myriad ways in which infants 
and children eat.

At first glance, this book covers familiar board-book ter-
ritory: little ones eating. However, it offers more than simple 
dishware and starter foods. In this installment in the We Are 
Little Feminists series, readers see feeding tubes, breast pumps 
and breastfeeding, and adaptive cutlery along with diverse rep-
resentations of families and cuisines. Spare text makes use of 
alliteration and simple rhymes. What really sets this title apart, 
however, are the beautiful images, taken by various photogra-
phers. Some look like a snapshot of a moment in time, a tired 
new parent with baby, for example. Others capture intentional 
memories like a celebratory dish and beaming faces. People 
depicted are diverse in terms of race and ability; included also 
are a hijabi and a child using a wheelchair. The book ends with 

“A Note for Grown Ups” about discussing differences (with a 
URL to a website with more information) along with “Family 
Discussion Questions” broken down by age level. Sharing a 
meal, nourishing bodies, and preparing food are essential pieces 
of human and cultural experiences; this sweet book makes clear 
that everyone is a part of that. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Meaningful and inclusive. (Board book. 1-4)

TONS OF PALABRAS
Comida: An English & 
Spanish Book for the 
Real World
Duopress Labs
Illus. by Alyssa Maria González
duopress/Sourcebooks (22 pp.) 
$10.95  |  Oct. 24, 2022
978-1-955834-18-6  

A bilingual Spanish-English picture dictionary, with a close-
up on food.

Bright, bold, and simple illustrations depict food, divided 
into categories such as “Las frutas y verduras / Fruits & Vegeta-
bles,” “Los dulces y bebidas / Sweets & Beverages,” “Los platil-
los / Dishes,” “Las botanas / Snacks.” Some fruit—among them 
guanábana (soursop), maracuyá (passion fruit), and mamey 
(mammee apple)—will not necessarily be familiar to all children, 
but many will be aware of these mouthwatering foods. Each 
item is first named in Spanish followed by the English equiva-
lent. There has been an effort to include the different regional 
variations in names (“el plátano / el guineo / el cambur / banana”; 

“la calabaza / la auyama / el zapallo / el ayote / pumpkin”) and 
to feature food typical of some countries, such as “chicha 
morada” from Peru and “arepas” from Colombia and Venezu-
ela. In general, though, Mexican foods and names prevail, such 
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as the words for the categories “botanas” for snacks or “platil-
los” for main dishes. There are two mistakes: Alubias and judías 
are defined here as “cannellini beans,” but they in fact refer 
to beans in general; fried rice is not “arroz chufa” but “arroz 
chaufa.” Adults reading with little ones must be familiar with 
the words as there is no pronunciation guide. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An attractive and useful vocabulary-building tool. (Board 
book. 3-5)

TRUCK OR TREAT
A Spooky Book With Flaps
Eliot, Hannah
Illus. by Jen Taylor
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (18 pp.) 
$7.99  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-66591-597-7  

Trucks at a construction site don Halloween costumes.
This rhyming, lift-the-flap board book features trucks with 

windshield wipers for eyebrows, bumpers as mouths, and head-
lights as rosy cheeks. Young transportation lovers will enjoy 
seeing their favorite trucks dressed up in familiar costumes: a 
dump truck as a dinosaur, a recycling truck as a robot, and a 
cement truck as a ballet dancer. Each page shows the dressed-
up vehicle; a lift of the flap reveals the working truck sans cos-
tume. The get-ups are cute and clever, like the crane, who wears 
a giraffe costume with ears made from orange traffic cones. Lit-
tle ones who already love trucks won’t find anything new here, 
but seeing recognizable favorites in sweet disguises will appeal 
nonetheless. The rhyming text largely succeeds, keeping the 
momentum going and even working in the word plié. The story 
describes the work that the trucks do in addition to showing 
off their Halloween duds. The construction site includes little 
nods to the holiday, with jack-o’-lanterns, bats circling the sky, 
and a bright, full moon overhead. All of these elements together 
make for a likable little Halloween read. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Sweet and enjoyable toddler fun. (Board book. 1-3)

A FALL FROLIC IN THE CITY
Goldberg Fishman, Cathy
Illus. by Melanie Hall
Familius (20 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sept. 13, 2022
978-1-64170-726-8 
Series: In the City 

A look at autumnal celebrations.
This rhyming, counting board book lives up to its title, 

showing children participating in various fall traditions and 
festivities. The signs of the season are all here, from a pile of 
leaves (to jump into, naturally) to apples from the farmers mar-
ket to the backpacks that mark the beginning of a new school 
year. Beyond those, Goldberg Fishman includes other cultural 

celebrations that mark the changing season—costumes for Hal-
loween, mooncakes for the Mid-Autumn Festival, calaveras for 
Dia de los Muertos, and a subtle nod to Diwali. The counting 
and rhyming are effective, the gentle rhythm keeping pages 
turning. Hall’s eye-catching illustrations offer context; layered 
and textured images, which appear to be made with collage, 
give life to one brown-skinned child’s springy dark hair and a 
feeling of movement to twirling leaves on a crisp autumn day. 
The book represents children of different races and faiths; one 
child wears a hijab, while another wears a kippah. The result is a 
book that shows the diversity of experiences in a community as 
well as the joy of it all. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lovely way to welcome fall. (Board book. 2-4)

MONSTER TOYS
Hirst, Daisy
Candlewick (18 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-5362-2655-3 
Series: Daisy Hirst’s Monster Books 

What kinds of toys does your little 
monster like?

Readers jump right into the action with the first two lines 
of text: “Monsters like all kinds of toys. What will they play 
with today?” From there, each page uses simple, declarative 
sentences to introduce a new monster and their toy of choice. 
Caregivers and other adults may be tickled by the juxtaposi-
tion of regular toddler activities with monstrous illustrations—
for instance, a purple monster with dinosaurlike spikes smiles 
while playing with plush mice and a homemade dollhouse cre-
ated from a box with an open hardback book as the pitched 
roof (“Megan makes a mouse house”). The intended audience 
may not appreciate the humorous contrast, but they will be 
drawn in by the soft tones and slightly fuzzy lines of the silk-
screen illustrations. The closing images feature a blue monster 
with an inscrutable face, a broken robot toy, and the sugges-
tion that all playtime must eventually end: “But Ramona needs 
a rest. So Bernard brings a blanket and a book.” It’s the gen-
tlest hint that everyone, regardless of species, should consider 
taking a nap now and then. The solid board-book construc-
tion will ensure that this title stays around for many future nap 
times to come.

A monstrously good read. (Board book. 1-3)

MONSTERS GO
Hirst, Daisy
Candlewick (18 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-5362-2656-0 
Series: Daisy Hirst’s Monster Books 

A look at various modes of 
transportation.

Few board books ask the really important questions, like 

“A monstrously good read.”
monster toys
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“When monsters have places to get to, how do they like to go?” 
It’s a nuanced one, because readers aren’t learning how they go; 
they’re learning how they like to go. (Caregivers, take note: It’s 
a subtle but important distinction!) Each monster has an allit-
erative preferred means of travel. “Skeeter speeds by scooter.” 

“Willa likes to walk.” Even two tiny tots follow the pattern: 
“Debbie and Steffi go by double stroller.” Caregivers will love 
the gentle phonetic introductions and the mix of names for 
the monsters. Readers will delight in the fun sounds and intro-
ductions to new words, concepts, and scenarios: “Zebedee 
goes by zip line, and Danni is delivered with dinner” (this last 
one is accompanied by a green creature nestled in a pizza box). 
Children will also enjoy the soft palette and fuzzy lines of the 
silkscreen illustrations that create each unusual and highly 
expressive monster. The mixture of traditional and fantastical 
travel methods skillfully introduces a bevy of vocabulary. Savvy 
caregivers will also appreciate the imaginative conversations 
that this story opens, and the sturdy board-book design means 
that it will be around for many rereads as toddlers consider how 
they would like to travel.

These monsters will happily take you places! (Board book. 
1-3)

I LOVE MY MOMMY
Jaramillo, Susie
Roaring Brook Press (24 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-954689-03-9  
Series: Canticos

In this lift-the-flap board book, sing-
song-y rhyming text describes just how 

much three chicks adore Mommy.
Why do the little ones love Mommy so? This doting mother 

checks on her chicks when they make a “Pío!” in the night. She’s 
patient with her babies and cuddles with them. To show just how 
much they love her, the chicks surprise her with a handmade card, 
a bouquet of flowers, and a stack of pancakes. The celebration of 
mother-child love makes this a sweet read for Mother’s Day even 
though the holiday isn’t specifically mentioned. The three chicks 
are distinctive: One is bespectacled, another wears a sailor hat, 
and the third sports a pink bow. The backgrounds of all of the 
images feature soft colored circles and plenty of hearts. The chicks 
conspiratorially shush readers as they prepare their surprises for 
Mommy, and their pride, hope, and love are readily apparent. The 
best use of the flaps is the one that serves as the hen’s wing as she 
snuggles up with her little ones. The theme of parent-child love can 
be seen in many similar board books, but while there isn’t anything 
novel here, it’s still sweet. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Familiar territory, though mother-child love never really 
gets too tired. (Board book. 1-2)

VIP
Very Important Preschooler
Jin, Cindy
Illus. by Ella Bailey
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (16 pp.) 
$7.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-66591-757-5  

A look at classroom jobs found in a 
preschool.

A sign posted on the bulletin board reads “VIP Week”—
readers learn that VIP stands for “Very Important Preschooler.” 
Five diverse tots bask in the glory of their big responsibilities. 
A brown-skinned child is the greeter: “I wave and say hello / to 
each friend who walks in. / A bad morning mood / can always 
change with a grin.” Another brown-skinned child, this one 
using a wheelchair, is the line leader. “It’s my job to lead the 
class / and stay quiet in the halls. / I watch and wait and keep 
the pace / so that nobody falls.” The days of the week carry the 
narrative forward as each child describes their job. With over-
size heads and wide, curious eyes, these young tots look eager 
to learn. Most images are cropped tight so there is not much 
school setting shown; readers never even see the teacher. But 
VIPs are encouraged to be kind and helpful, two important pre-
school (and human) readiness skills; this tale will reassure little 
ones, who often feel powerless, that they have much to offer: 

“We’re all VIPs in more ways than one— / there are many things 
you can do!” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweetly empowering. (Board book. 1-3)

BABIES LOVE OUTER SPACE
König, Susanne
Philomel (18 pp.) 
$6.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-593-40351-8  

Black-and-white heart-shaped images 
of items from space.

This board book, which can stand up 
on its own so babies can interact with it during tummy time, 
features only the colors black and white, some images against an 
all-white background, others against an all-black one. Each illus-
tration is inside of a heart shape: an astronaut, constellations, 
and a rocket ship, for example. There are also more unusual 
inclusions, like a rover, a satellite, and a black hole—lofty sub-
ject matter for babies but meaningful for discovery nonetheless. 
The illustrations are made up of thick lines and clustered dots, 
offering a sense of shadow, texture, and dimension and mak-
ing these images more captivating. The heart framing of each 
illustration seems unnecessary aside from displaying a repeated 
shape. While all of this may very well appeal to infants, sim-
ply propping up this book in front of a baby (as caregivers are 
encouraged to do) won’t magically help them learn about outer 
space. The wordless approach provides room for caregivers to 
describe and name items however they’d like, potentially expos-
ing little ones to all kinds of vocabulary and language, so long as 
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adults are actually interacting with the child and the book. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Interesting images that rely on adult intervention for a 
more meaningful experience. (Board book. 0-1)

EAT TOGETHER
Ordóñez, Miguel
Rise x Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-593-38480-0  

A board-book feast of colors, shapes, 
counting, and food.

Uncluttered pages feature little to no 
background detail in the appealing art, which presents simple, 
colorful shapes. On the first spread, there are three shapes, and 
accompanying spare, sans-serif type prompts, “Time to eat! 3 
shapes get together to make….” The page turn reveals the three 
shapes assembled to form “a strawberry!” On the facing page 
of this reveal, an ant (unmentioned by the text) carries the 
strawberry on its back, with implied movement to the right 
and toward the next page turn. The next spread presents four 
shapes, which, when put together, create a cupcake, and subse-
quent spreads continue to increase the number of shapes and 
the complexity of the depicted foods. With each reveal, more 
ants arrive to march off with lettuce leaves, a cheeseburger, a 
roast turkey, and a pizza slice, in turn. The climactic spread 
presents a dilemma: The foods won’t fit down the hole of the 
anthill. The clever ants have a solution, however, and they disas-
semble the foods again into smaller shapes, inviting readers to 
play an amusing I Spy game to identify which pieces go to which 
foods. The resulting “feast” on the last page offers a final laugh 
when the ants reassemble the shapes to silly results. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Playful fare for toddlers. (Board book. 0-3)

IF YOU’RE HAPPY AND YOU 
KNOW IT
illus. by Quintanilla, Hazel
Flowerpot Press (14 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-4867-2403-1 
Series: Hazel Q Nursery Rhymes 

A bevy of Australian beasts invite 
little ones who are happy—and know it—

to join them in showing it.
Purple koala bears shimmy up trees and offer the open-

ing lines “If you’re happy and you know it, // clap your hands!” 
Those who have heard this tune before may expect the line to 
repeat, but the next two spreads instead introduce googly-eyed 
orange kangaroos in a desert and march right into “If you’re 
happy and you know it, // stomp your feet!” The illustrations 
are unpleasantly loud, with pinstripe backgrounds and intense 
gazes from the animals. What might be baby wombats round 

out the singing animal crew with “If you’re happy and you know 
it, // smile BIG and really show it!” before abruptly concluding 
with “If you’re happy / and you know it, / clap your hands!” Start-
ing the song over again with a reread is an option, but the book 
on its own feels like one verse instead of a complete tune. It 
is too short even for the youngest children, who need repeti-
tion to learn and mirror motions. It is too souped up in cheer 
even for a song about happiness. And the color scheme is dis-
jointed, with the wombats shown in a more natural brown and 
the kangaroos and koalas in more off-the-wall hues. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A weak adaptation of the popular song. (Board book. 0-3)

POLAR PALS
Roberts, James
Flowerpot Press (20 pp.) 
$7.99  |  $6.99 paper  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-4867-2404-8
978-1-4867-2529-8 paper 
Series: Animal Lovers 

A quick overview of some arctic animals.
This board book describes the arctic hare, arctic fox, polar 

bear, fur seal, and king penguin. Images show each animal up 
close and in detail, giving readers a peek at each in its environ-
ment. The facts range from those likely to be familiar (“fur seals 
have a thick layer of blubber and extra fur to keep them warm 
in their cold habitat”), while others might be lesser known—for 
instance, arctic foxes’ fur changes color depending on the sea-
son. The text is concise, which makes for an age-appropriate 
book but does also mean that there are missed opportunities 
to answer every child’s favorite next question: Why? Readers 
may wonder, for instance, why king penguins gather in large 
groups. Still, this is a nice jumping-off point for caregivers and 
educators looking to bring in additional texts or information to 
share with curious kids. This one is practically tailor-made for 
a preschool classroom literacy center or a home with an animal 
enthusiast. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A great first step in exploring nonfiction for little ones. 
(Board book. 2-4)

THIS PUP IS STUCK!
Shea, Bob
Illus. by Brian Won
Dial Books (32 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Aug. 30, 2022
978-0-593-32592-6 
Series: Adurable 

One dig-happy pup has trouble listening to directions and 
winds up getting in too deep.

Cheddar, Puddles, and Dig Doug are back in this latest 
board book in Shea and Won’s Adurable series. When Miss 
Polly assigns the truck-driving dogs the task of making a swim-
ming spot, Dig Doug ignores directions and gets stuck inside 

“Playful fare for toddlers.”
eat together
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the deep hole he created. The problem-solving pups work 
together to help Dig Doug drive his way out. The message here 
is clear: Listening is important, especially when it comes to 
safety. When Dig Doug frets that he’s not a good puppy, Miss 
Polly carefully reminds him that he’s very good at digging but 
needs to remember that “other things are also important.” The 
story concludes with the pups taking a swim even though read-
ers never see them finish their work. Won’s adorable doggies in 
their sunglasses and trucks are clear toddler fodder. Little read-
ers will enjoy the illustrations of Dig Doug digging deep into 
the dirt, passing dino bones, bunnies, a mole holding a lantern, 
and even a treasure chest. Another page provides an interesting 
shift in perspective, showing the view from above as the other 
dogs look down at Dig Doug in the hole. This story lends itself 
to conversations about paying attention, working together, and 
making mistakes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Toddlerhood lessons in an “adurable” puppy package. 
(Board book. 2-4)

ABC ROAR
Urban, Chiêu Anh
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (30 pp.) 
$12.99  |  July 26, 2022
978-1-66590-302-8  

An animal alphabet book.
Each spread includes two letters of 

the alphabet decorated with the featured 
creatures. “B is for bear, fishing down the stream” depicts the 
letter B as a body of water with fish below the surface, a bear 
wading across and another looking on. Though the illustrations 
are attractive, they don’t include much detail or depth. There 
are cutouts for each letter, and a tactile shiny line invites readers 
to trace the letter’s shape. An arrow points to the starting spot. 
This fine motor practice, while welcome, will be a bit more 
complicated for younger readers as some letters require them to 
lift and move their finger, as with T. The audience for this book 
is below writing age, and caregivers will make up the gaps, but 
the starting arrows could have been left out altogether. Though 
the book mixes some lesser-known animals (ibex, quokka, and 
xerus) in with well-known creatures (gorilla, flamingo, and hip-
popotamus) and steers clear of overused alphabet animals (here, 
Z is for zebra shark rather than zebra), there’s little to set it 
apart in a rather crowded field.

Better versions of this already exist. (Board book. 1-3)

CORGI LOVES
Wu, Junyi
Cartwheel/Scholastic (20 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-338-65486-8  

Corgi has a play-filled, adventurous 
day.

From chowing down on breakfast to meeting other dogs 
to keeping cool at the pool, Corgi enjoys every moment of the 
day. There’s a lot of personality packed into this short book. 
Whether sporting a hat and bandanna while eagerly meeting a 
squirrel, donning floaties to go swimming, or wearing sunglasses, 
this irresistible dog has style. The youngest dog lovers will enjoy 
seeing familiar canine behaviors as Corgi licks, plays with toys, 
and finally enjoys a well-earned nap. Each page includes just one 
simple sentence or phrase, with a rhyming scheme that keeps 
up across page turns, making this most suitable for young lap-
sitters. The illustrations are done in soft strokes, giving the dog 
the appearance of fuzzy fur and the story a gentle tone. One 
page in particular demonstrates movement effectively as Corgi 
shakes off after a dip in the pool, sprays of water going every-
where. Corgi’s cuteness is what ultimately sells this darling book 
for little ones. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Simple and sweet. (Board book. 0-2)



young 
adult

AT MIDNIGHT
15 Beloved Fairy Tales 
Reimagined
Ed. by Adler, Dahlia
Flatiron Books (464 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-1-250-80602-4  

Fifteen short stories refashion tales 
both familiar and obscure.

In this multigenre anthology, which 
opens with a nod to the mutability of 

fairy-tale narratives, the act of transformation is as central to 
how each story is constructed as what is being told. Whether 
by magical means, through physical appearance, or otherwise, 
the contributors—well-known YA authors including Anna-
Marie McLemore, Stacey Lee, Alex London, Malinda Lo, and 
more—depict the arrival of change and how it is received. In 
Gita Trelease’s “In the Forests of the Night,” set in colonial 
India, the Indian and White narrator discovers a chilling secret 
about a tiger hunter’s trophies. The trans protagonist of H.E. 
Edgmon’s “Mother’s Mirror” finds self-affirmation and love 
despite parental rejection. A planet’s vainglorious ruler tries 
to escape Death in “The Emperor and the Eversong” by Tracy 
Deonn. Other themes include deception, desire, and ven-
geance, explored in stories that range in tone from the sinister 
undercurrent of Melissa Albert’s original fairy tale, “The Sister 
Switch,” to the cheerful recounting of clever trickery in Dar-
cie Little Badger’s “Coyote in High-Top Sneakers.” Diversity in 
ethnicity, gender, and sexuality is represented in the cast, which 
includes a teen hacker with a carefully guarded name, a hijabi 
known only as Red, and genderfluid merfolk. The stories draw 
upon perennially intriguing themes, presenting tales in genres 
from fantasy and historical fiction to horror in a collection sure 
to please a broad range of readers.

Timely and timeless. (about the original authors) (Anthol-
ogy. 13-18)

SOCRATES by Devra Lehmann ........................................................ 136

THE 9:09 PROJECT by Mark H. Parsons ........................................142

HEROINES, RESCUERS, RABBIS, SPIES by Sarah Silberstein 
Swartz; illus. by Liz Parkes .............................................................. 146

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

HEROINES, RESCUERS, RABBIS, SPIES 
Unsung Women of the Holocaust 
Swartz, Sarah Silberstein 
Illus. by Liz Parkes 
Second Story Press (192 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 18, 2022 
978-1-77260-262-3 
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“With pulsing dialogue and believable action, 
the thriller raises the stakes at every turn.”

friends like these

FRIENDS LIKE THESE
Alvarez, Jennifer Lynn
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-593-30967-4  

A cruel prank gets out of control.
Jessica Sanchez and Jake Healy are 

their small town’s most Instagrammable 
couple, but they are only hoping for a 
quiet start to their senior year. Northern 
California’s Crystal Cove has a coastline 

with brutal waves, chilly shark-filled water, and riptides, all 
setting the scene for a dangerous location where a last sum-
mer get-together before school starts can easily escalate into 
something deadly. At a drugs- and alcohol-fueled party hosted 
by Tegan Sheffield, Jessica’s former best friend who is also Jake’s 
ex-girlfriend, the pair have a fight and go their separate ways. 
Jake goes looking for Jessica, but he ends up in bed with Tegan—
and worse, his betrayal is livestreamed for everyone at the 
party to watch on the TV downstairs, Jessica included. Jessica’s 
heartbroken, but there are worse things to be: Jake is 17, Tegan 
is 18, the video that is now doing the rounds qualifies as child 
pornography, and the FBI is involved. When people go missing 
and a body is found, this satisfyingly gripping cautionary tale 
with multiple unreliable narrators in which nobody is what they 
seem ramps up. With pulsing dialogue and believable action, 
the thriller raises the stakes at every turn. The characters take 
readers on a journey that interrogates consent, bullying, and, 
ultimately, friendship. Characters are minimally described and 
racially ambiguous. 

A fast-paced thriller to keep readers on the edges of their 
seats. (author’s note) (Thriller. 13-18)

JASMINE ZUMIDEH 
NEEDS A WIN
Azim Boyer, Susan
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-250-83368-6  

It’s 1979 and Jasmine Zumideh 
dreams of attending New York Univer-
sity for journalism and writing for rock 
magazine Creem.

Auntie Minah has come from San 
Francisco to stay with Jasmine and her younger brother, Ali, in 
Los Angeles while their dad travels for work. Their mom is at 
Grandma Jean’s in Kansas, considering divorce. Meanwhile, Jas-
mine’s school guidance counselor tells her she needs to beef up 
her record to help her get into a top East Coast college. When 
stuffy, xenophobic Gerald announces he’s running for senior 
class president—and, worse, also applying to NYU—Jasmine 
jumps at the chance to run against him. Beating Gerald should 
be a cakewalk, but with the NYU early decision deadline only 
two days away, surely it’s all right to put down that she’s senior 

class president-elect? Growing up with a Persian Muslim dad 
and Irish Protestant mom, Jasmine previously hadn’t paid much 
attention to news from Iran, but since the revolution, she’s wor-
ried about her grandmother’s safety. When Americans are taken 
hostage in Tehran, Gerald villainizes Iran in his campaign; Jas-
mine describes herself as Persian, hoping he won’t connect the 
dots, but Ali vocally educates classmates about Iran’s history. 
Caught between separated parents, figuring out her identity, 
and maintaining her integrity, Jasmine is a sympathetic char-
acter who makes some questionable decisions. Humor offsets 
the heavier themes. The supporting cast represents the area’s 
diversity. 

A thoughtful coming-of-age story with a relatable protago-
nist. (Historical fiction. 12-18)

SHE’S GONE
Bell, David
Sourcebooks Fire (360 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-72825-420-3  

Seventeen-year-old Hunter Gifford 
has no memories of the car accident 
he was in the night of the homecoming 
dance with Chloe Summers, his now-
missing girlfriend. 

In the small southern Kentucky 
city of Bentley, comments on social media condemn Hunter 
as responsible for Chloe’s disappearance. When he attends 
the community vigil for her, Chloe’s mother publicly accuses 
Hunter of obstructing the investigation. Hunter’s own mom 
died when he was 15 and his sister, Olivia, was 12. Their dad has 
awkwardly attempted to pull his weight as a solo parent, and 
Hunter has stepped in and nurtured Livvy. Small but mighty 
Livvy is an ardent defender of her brother and is fiercely in love 
with her girlfriend, Gabriela. To make things worse, childhood 
friend Daniel informs Hunter that he’s making a true-crime 
documentary about Chloe. Hunter is upset, especially since it 
makes him look like a prime suspect, and a subsequent dramatic 
event draws more attention to the video. Hunter and Chloe met 
in creative writing club, and he knew she kept a journal—but it’s 
missing. Enter the sleuthing team of Hunter, Livvy, and Gabri-
ela, who hatch a plan to find it. The dynamics between Hunter 
and Livvy and Livvy and Gabriela are endearing and will charm 
readers, who will root for them to solve the well-executed mys-
tery. Main characters default to White; Gabriela is Mexican 
American. 

This gripping page-turner will keep readers guessing until 
the final twist. (Thriller. 14-18)
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INCREDIBLE DOOM
Bogart, Matthew
Dev. by Matthew Bogart & Jesse Holden
HarperAlley (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-0-06-306497-3
978-0-06-306496-6 paper 
Series: Incredible Doom, 2 

The residents of an intentional com-
munity in the 1990s struggle with new 
and changing relationships.

Part rock stage, part sanctuary, Evol House belongs to the 
band The Disappointments and teens who have nowhere else to 
go. Allison fled her abusive father with the help of her outsider 
boyfriend, Samir, and they now sleep in the attic. While Allison 
thrives on the residents’ chaotic behavior and her newfound 
freedom, Sam sees Evol House as a negative influence. Their 
opposing views are intriguing: Allison enjoys the adventure 
and experiences everything on offer, while Sam hides in video 
games, distrusting the shoplifting and other risky behavior. Sam 
and Allison’s relationship is realistically depicted, including the 
gradual shift in his love from protective to controlling. Tina, 
another resident, struggles to stay motivated when a chance at 
a new life and romance appears. Her view of Evol House as a 
found family sworn to defeat apathy and help those in need is 
impactful, contrasting with their bleaker reality. After numer-
ous run-ins with local teen Ryan lead to Evol House residents 
cyberbullying him on a BBS, tensions culminate in a dramatic 
showdown. The minimal but emotive drawing style combined 
with realistic and humorous dialogue creates an immersive 
atmosphere. The discussions of morals, familial and relation-
ship ties, and finding meaning in life, along with glimpses of 
the cast members’ backstories, are equally strong. Most charac-
ters appear White; Sam’s mother is cued as Iranian, and Tina is 
Native American (no tribal affiliation is given). 

Engrossing and dramatic. (Graphic novel. 13-18)

SEASPARROW
Cashore, Kristin
Dutton (624 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-984816-67-2 
Series: Graceling Realm, 5 

Weeks after the events of Winterkeep 
(2021), Queen Bitterblue and her com-
panions are traveling home to Monsea 
by ship.

Hava, Bitterblue’s half sister, uses 
her Grace—she’s able to change how people perceive her—to 
work as a spy. She’s also translating previously obtained weapon 
plans. Left mostly to her own devices, Hava thrives onboard, 
mentored in the ways of the sea by a kind captain. But when 
tragedy strikes and they are shipwrecked, the crew members 
are forced to rely on each other in an unforgiving landscape 

littered with icebergs. Prickly, curious, and furious, Hava is a 
singular hero, charting their grueling way home with humor and 
anguish. Embedded in her first-person narration, the journey is 
also internal, as Hava reckons with how a childhood spent hid-
ing (both through her Grace and from her feelings) has shaped 
her and how she relates to and understands creatures around 
her, human and animal alike. Within her fantasy world, Cashore 
never shies away from showing the charming mundanities of 
the everyday and the brutal realities of the harshness of wilder-
ness and emotions as well as exploring how enduring trauma 
shapes a person and a kingdom. While the story feels overlong, 
the chance to spend time inside Hava’s head as she learns who 
she is and what she desires is ultimately a worthy experience. 
Hava reads White; the supporting cast is cued racially diverse. 

A harrowing, rewarding tale of survival. (map, author’s 
note, ship diagram, cast of characters) (Fantasy. 14-adult)

BUILDINGS THAT BREATHE
Greening the World’s Cities
Castaldo, Nancy F.
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (112 pp.) 
$37.32 PLB  |  Nov. 1, 2022  
978-1-72841-946-6

An overview of ways that innova-
tive architects are adding health-giving 
greenery to densely populated cities.

Large cities with paved streets and 
tall buildings create extra heat and pol-

luted air for their inhabitants. Around the world, architects are 
designing buildings that incorporate plants and trees to provide 
healthier environments. Castaldo explains why planting more 
trees is beneficial and takes a quick look back into the history 
of such projects. She then introduces Italian architect Stefano 
Boeri, summarizing his development as a green architect and 
describing at length the construction of Bosco Verticale, a 
treescraper in Milan. Widening her scope, the author discusses 
urban wildlife; rooftop plantings and green roofs; living walls; 
and urban farms. Her concluding chapters suggest some of the 
critical challenges to these approaches and ways readers can 
become part of this greening movement. Along the way, seg-
ments set off by the design present topics as varied as photo-
synthesis, Seneca Village before Central Park, Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s Fallingwater, the rise of environmentalism in the West, 
aerial arborists, the health benefits of including nature in your 
life, High Line Park in New York, pollinators, green jobs, and 
electric cars. These inserts and the many photographs break up 
the text nicely, but some of them also distract from the work’s 
main focus. 

Hopeful and information-packed, this is a positive addi-
tion to the environmental shelf. (glossary, source notes, bib-
liography, further information, places to explore, calendar of 
events, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 13-18)
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BLACK INTERNET EFFECT
Charles, Shavone
Illus. by Ashley Lukashevsky
Penguin Workshop (64 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-593-38753-5 
Series: Pocket Change Collective 

A slim, smart manifesto that uplifts 
young people of color hoping to carve 
out space in homogeneous professional 

industries.
For Charles, a technology executive known for her creative 

achievements and activism, the road to Silicon Valley began 
when, as an ambitious Black high school student in San Diego, 
she intended to pursue a safe career that would bring the finan-
cial security her small-business–owner parents prioritized. A TV 
program about Google showed someplace marvelous beyond her 
imagination—but seemingly included no Black people. After 
interning on Capitol Hill as a college sophomore, she earned a 
highly selective Google internship. There, Charles realized that 
she had to be her own advocate; she also learned that building 
bonds with Black mentors was critical. After college graduation, 
Charles worked at Twitter and Instagram before she landed her 
current position as the first head of Diversity & Inclusion Com-
munications at TikTok. Charles’ eye-opening journey critically 
examines glaring inequities in the tech industry, showing how 
marginalized people—especially Black women—can stay true 
to their convictions, mobilize their communities, and use the 
internet as a collective force for global action. Charles cites the 
tech industry’s shortcomings and catalogs various struggles that 
come from lack of representation, but her experiences are ulti-
mately portrayed as beneficial growing pains. Despite the bleak 
injustices of the present, Charles envisions a hopeful future that 
offers accessibility and accountability.

This frank, spirited guide spotlights a thoughtful leader 
who embraces social responsibility. (Nonfiction. 12-18)

WHITEOUT
Clayton, Dhonielle, Tiffany D. Jackson, Nic 
Stone, Angie Thomas, Ashley Woodfolk & 
Nicola Yoon
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(288 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-06-308814-6  

The authors of Blackout (2021) return 
with a new collaboration. 

YA stars Clayton, Jackson, Stone, 
Thomas, Woodfolk, and Yoon’s second novel covers the same 
theme—Black teens falling in love—with two big differences. 
This story is set not during a sweltering New York City sum-
mer but a historic winter storm in Atlanta, and rather than each 
author’s penning a separate chapter focused on one couple, 
they all worked together on the snowy romance. The authors’ 

note explains why they decided to take on this challenge, with 
intriguing clues pointing to which author wrote which charac-
ters. The characters are all well written and perfectly flawed 
as they navigate the complexities of love. After conducting 
experiments on the biochemistry of teenage love for her AP 
Chemistry project, Stevie posits that love is simply a biologi-
cal response built into human brains for the survival of our spe-
cies. Her girlfriend, Sola, feels angry and hurt, and when Stevie 
is pedantic and arrogant, ruining their coming-out dinner with 
her Nigerian family, Sola gives Stevie an ultimatum: Stevie must 
explain what happened at dinner and show Sola that she feels 
something for her and believes in love—or it’s over. With the 
help of her friends, Stevie hopes the perfect romantic gesture 
can win Sola back. The scheme is a fun adventure, bringing 
various couples together. Each relationship has friendship at its 
foundation, and the different journeys result in something of 
interest for every reader. 

Another success. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE PRICE OF HOPE
Conrad, Lance
Dawn Star Press (234 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 31, 2022
978-1-7333406-1-8 
Series: The Historian Tales, 5 

After the king dies, the prince gives 
up, and the Empire attacks, people in 
the Kingdom of Tumani need to find the 
hope to fight on.

When the Historian, immortal wit-
ness to all great stories, arrives in Tumani, he finds the beloved 
king has died. Prince Matan’s grief is so deep he refuses to take 
the throne, leaving the learned, justice-minded citizens vulnera-
ble. The evil Empire —zealots of the God-Horde—send feather-
caped priest Kitok to offer them terms: If they surrender, the 
warmongering Empire will only enslave them; if they refuse, 
they’ll be annihilated. Matan and Cmdr. Ison decide to evacuate 
the Kingdom and save as many Tumani as possible. But then the 
ridiculously clad Lord Magnificus the Grand appears and urges 
them to fight. At first Ison thinks him an incompetent con man, 
but Magnificus’ actions inspire Ison in the face of seemingly 
insurmountable odds. Together, they face the Empire, under-
mine the enemy’s faith in their false gods, and tell a story of 
hope beyond the Historian’s expectations. This latest addition 
to the Historian Tales is accessible to new readers. However, 
only existing fans may find this thinly veiled, exposition-laden 
allegory compelling. The language used to describe those from 
the Empire evokes negative stereotypes of Indigenous people. 
There are no well-developed teen characters, and the narrative 
feels too simplistic for teen readers. Most characters are racially 
ambiguous.

Weak storytelling that relies on outdated tropes under-
mines this work. (Fantasy. 12-16)
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SPEAK UP!
Coryton, Laura
Red Shed (224 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-00-855265-7  

This tool kit encourages speaking up 
to promote change in issues that matter 
to teens.

Fed up with period products being 
considered a luxury in the U.K. and taxed 
as such, the author took on the tampon 

tax. Starting with a petition, she found the internet to be a 
superpower as hundreds of thousands of people signed—and 
others were inspired to launch similar campaigns around the 
world. By illuminating this facet of sexism, Coryton was able 
to focus on a tangible goal and create an action plan with what 
she calls “five golden steps”: Be specific, be focused, be smart, 
be creative, and be confident. Recognizing that teens may be 
passionate about a wide range of different topics, the book 
provides valuable tips and specific examples of successes and 
setbacks to guide readers through their own activism. Accessi-
bility is a strength, as the book can be read straight through or 
dipped into as desired. The author’s enthusiasm is contagious. 
Unfortunately, the work has not been updated since its original 
U.K. publication in early 2019. In stark contrast to Coryton’s 
use of inclusive language, such as “people who menstruate” and 

“menstruating people,” and her praise and quoting of trans activ-
ist Charlie Craggs, this U.S. edition retains a paragraph lauding 
J.K. Rowling for standing up against online trolls, an example 
that, due to subsequent events, will dismay readers who have 
followed Rowling’s comments about trans rights.

An upbeat handbook for young changemakers. (timeline, 
index, resources) (Nonfiction. 12-17)

JUNE, REIMAGINED
Crane, Rebekah
Skyscape (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5420-3611-5  

A young woman learns to be true to 
herself, finding love along the way.

When 20-year-old June Merriweather 
got on a plane with a hastily packed bag 
and her brother’s ashes, it wasn’t because 
she wanted to visit Scotland in January. 

It was because that was the cheapest ticket out of Cincinnati 
and away from the stress of maintaining her family’s lies about 
the circumstances surrounding her brother’s death. When June 
inadvertently ingests a peanut during a job interview at the 
Thistle Stop Café in Knockmoral, Lennox Gordon is the surly 
paramedic who treats her allergic reaction. They immediately 
butt heads, a dynamic that doesn’t let up as June moves into 
his family’s inn and becomes part of his quirky friend group. 
June is beginning to suspect that their antagonism is rooted in 

something warmer when her best friend, Matt Tierney, arrives 
in Knockmoral to declare that he’s in love with her. June is faced 
with a choice: go back to a comfortable life of sorority parties 
and studying to be a teacher or rip apart her old life and build 
something new from the debris. Readers will sympathize with 
June’s grief and pain about her brother’s death and root for her 
to be true to herself. The romance storyline pays off, but the 
real love story here is between the protagonist and her authen-
tic life. Main characters default to White. 

A sincere story about navigating life and love. (Romance. 
15-adult)

“The real love story here is between the 
protagonist and her authen tic life.”

june,  reimagined
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BENEATH THE 
BURNING WAVE
Danns, Jennifer Hayashi
One More Chapter (384 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-00-849118-5 
Series: The Mu Chronicles, 1 

On an ancient island, the birth of 
twins could mean salvation—or absolute 
destruction. 

Twins on Mu have never been allowed 
to live past birth, until Kaori and Kairi were born. Growing up 
on an island controlled by the Experienced, who have organized 
society based on the type of work an individual performs for 
the community’s survival, the two are viewed as complementary 
halves of a whole, but they are rarely in harmony. Where Kaori 
has the ability to manipulate water, Kairi manipulates fire, and 
neither can control their impulses or see eye to eye with the 
other. As a prophesied fate looms and the chasm between the 
twins grows, they challenge the leadership of the Experienced, 
with devastating consequences. Ambitious in scope, though 
sometimes falling short of the mark with underdeveloped rela-
tionships between characters, this fast-paced novel explores the 
fall of a fabled civilization, subjugation and gender roles, pain 
and manipulation, and more. Mu symbology incorporates both 
Egyptian and Japanese elements, reflecting the people’s mixed 
heritage. Most characters have both same- and opposite-sex 
romantic and sexual encounters, and all are referred to by gen-
der-neutral pronouns. While refreshing stylistically, in a society 
that is deeply divided by traditional binary gender roles, this 
apparent genderfluidity is hard to understand, and later compli-
cations are underexplored.

A strikingly different trilogy opener. (author’s note, con-
tent note, resources, glossary, note about worldbuilding) (Fan-
tasy. 14-adult)

BLOODMARKED
Deonn, Tracy
Simon & Schuster (640 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-5344-4163-7 
Series: Legendborn, 2 

After Awakening the dormant spirit 
of her ancestor King Arthur Pendragon, 
almost-17-year-old Briana Matthews must 
fight to learn and control her magical 
inheritances.

As a Black person who also possesses the ability to use Root, 
a form of magic borrowed from deceased practitioners and 
passed down to her through her mother’s family, Bree is unique 
in the Line of Pendragon. It is through blood and violence that 
Bree’s magical abilities intertwined—both those from Arthur’s 
Welsh origins and from her family’s Bloodcraft originating dur-
ing chattel slavery in the American South. Together they have 

turned her into one of the most powerful people either Line 
has ever known. The intricacies of her navigation of her new 
powers are at the heart of this sequel to Legendborn (2020), espe-
cially as Bree balances the knowledge that her Blackness cre-
ates a critical distance between her and the racist people she 
is sworn to protect as the king of all Legendborns. The plot is 
complex, and the morsels of information that help fill in the 
gaps of knowledge don’t always feel fully formed, which may 
leave readers confused as they try to keep up with the new pow-
ers and beings that are presented. Still, there are important, if 
hard to read, references, for example, when Bree is kidnapped 
and experimented on by an all-White council, a turn of events 
that reflects Deonn’s commitment to presenting unflinching 
truths about the cyclical insidiousness of racism.

A worthy successor to an explosive debut. (Fantasy. 14-18)

NUBIA
The Awakening
Epps, Omar & Clarence A. Haynes
Delacorte (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $22.99 PLB  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-0-593-42864-1
978-0-593-42865-8 PLB  

In 2098, as Nubian teens awaken to 
immense supernatural powers, they may 
become their people’s saving grace—or 
confirm the prejudices of those who 

vilify them. 
The struggling Nubian Quarter, dubbed the Swamp, which 

exists in the remnants of lower Manhattan behind a precarious 
sea wall, houses Black and brown Caribbean refugees displaced 
by the climate emergencies of the 2080s. More privileged New 
Yorkers largely live in the Up High, a floating Jetsons-like mar-
vel of future tech, away from the gang violence and rampant 
drug use. At High School 104, bookish Uzochi tries to ignore 
the biased, selectively taught history, remaining committed 
to his academic goals as a path out of the Swamp. When his 
powers of telepathy emerge, the accompanying responsibility is 
daunting. His cousin, Lencho, caught up in gang life, develops 
the ability to drain people’s energy; he turns away from family 
and community in pursuit of power. Zuberi’s powers allow her 
to see spirits and people’s futures, but even she is unprepared 
for the coming threat. As powers once thought lost forever are 
rediscovered by younger Nubians, evil, manipulative Up High 
architect Krazen St. John aims to exploit them for his own 
purposes—and Lencho is particularly vulnerable to his lies and 
machinations. Throughout, connections between Nubians and 
the African diaspora are implied but confusingly explained in 
this near-future account of racial injustice that errs on the side 
of underexplained fantasy tropes. 

A justifiable critique of today that falls flat in imagining 
tomorrow. (Fantasy. 14-18)

“A worthy successor to an explosive debut.”
bloodmarked
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A WILDERNESS OF STARS
Ernshaw, Shea
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-66590-024-9  

A girl carries a lifesaving secret on her 
skin.

Seventeen-year-old Vega’s life has 
been one of secrets whispered to her 
by her mother, mysteries passed down 
through generations of astronomer 

daughters and the marks of the Astronomer tattooed onto 
their necks. Vega and her parents live in a remote valley, hiding 
from the dangerous outlaw Theorists who believe the Astrono-
mer has the answer to the consumption, a mysterious, rapidly 
spreading illness. But Vega’s mother is dying of the consump-
tion, and after a century of waiting, a sign appears in the sky 
as two eastern stars finally align. As the Last Astronomer, Vega 
must find the Architect so they can travel to the sea and save 
humanity before it’s too late. But the Architect is not quite what 
Vega expected. Noah is young like her and equally haunted by 
the secrets they carry and the mission they share. As they run 
away from those who wish to do them harm, Vega and Noah’s 
journey and personal connection feel inevitable from the start. 
With a vibe reminiscent of old Westerns, this evocative, slow-
moving novel unveils its secrets little by little with unconvinc-
ing worldbuilding that wobbles on the central reasoning for the 
Astronomer-Architect setup. The love story between Noah 
and Vega is rushed and unearned, and the characters are barely 
developed. Vega and Noah are assumed White. 

Atmospheric but ultimately underwhelming. (Science fiction. 
14-18)

SUGARING OFF
French, Gillian
Algonquin (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-64375-270-9  

As she did with Grit (2017), French 
embeds a mystery within a coming-of-
age tale set against an unromanticized 
agricultural New England backdrop.

Owl, a 17-year-old White girl, lives on 
New Hampshire’s remote Waits Moun-

tain, where she helps her uncle tend the family maple-sugar 
operation. At her tiny K-12 school she endures twice-a-week ses-
sions with Ms. Z, the district’s teacher for the Deaf. Owl’s been 
partially deaf since she was 7, when her brute of a father hurled 
her down the stairs—an act that sent him to prison—but she’s 
more adept at reading lips than signing. Just as the sap begins to 
run in February, two intrusions threaten Owl’s hard-won seren-
ity: the arrivals of a letter from her father announcing his release 
and Cody, a neighbor’s troubled, estranged grandson, who’ll help 
with the sugaring. As ever, French weaves her storylines deftly. 

Owl finds herself attracted to Cody, whose difficult childhood 
in the foster system could have been hers but for her aunt and 
uncle; she also begins to warm to both Ms. Z and even possibly 
the idea of finding a Deaf community. Owl’s Passamaquoddy 
aunt’s conflicted relationship with her family of origin and 
distance from her tribe offers measured counterpoint. By the 
time a thriller plot kicks in, readers will be thoroughly embed-
ded. Most characters present White; a neighboring Houlton 
Maliseet family provides thoughtful representation of an Indig-
enous experience different from Owl’s aunt’s.

Bracing as a late-winter morning. (Fiction. 14-18)
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Here is the truly amazing thing that few peo-
ple besides Tommie Smith remember about his gold 
medal–winning 200-meter run in the 1968 Olym-
pics: He broke the world record in just under 20 sec-
onds on one good leg. 

Smith, then 24 and one of America’s track-and-
field elite, had badly pulled a groin muscle just as 
he’d crossed the finish line of a semifinal heat a cou-
ple hours before. 

“It was a ligament, just above my left leg,” Smith, 
now 78, recalls during a phone interview about his 
graphic memoir, Victory. Stand!: Raising My Fist for 
Justice (Norton Young Readers, Sept. 27). 

“I injured it by slowing down on a curve. I for-
got that slowing down is as important as taking off,” 
Smith says. “If the finals had been [held] the next 
day, I could not have run that race.” Through in-
tense concentration, canny athleticism, and sheer 
will, Smith edged his friend and teammate John Car-
los and Australian Peter Norman at the tape, with 
Norman finishing second and Carlos finishing third.

What happened shortly afterward that Oct. 16 in 
Mexico City was of such magnitude that it all but 
swept away every other detail of Smith’s improbable 
triumph. 

By twilight, as Smith and Carlos ascended the 
victory stand to accept their gold and bronze med-
als, they had removed their track shoes and put black 
leather gloves on one hand each. As “The Star-Span-
gled Banner” played, both Black American athletes 
bowed their heads to their nation’s flag and raised 
their gloved fists to the darkening skies in silent pro-
test against racial injustice.

Almost everything in Tommie Smith’s life that 
led up to that seminal moment, along with much 
of the fury, ostracism, and, eventually, lasting glory 
that happened in its wake, is chronicled in Victory. 
Stand! Smith, now retired from 27 years of teaching 
and coaching at Santa Monica College and living in 
Georgia, collaborated with award-winning writer 
Derrick Barnes (Crown: An Ode to the Fresh Cut) and 
artist Dawud Anyabwile (Rebound) on the book and 
its black-and-white illustrations. 

Having already published an autobiography for 
adults (Silent Gesture, 2008), Smith was at first re-
luctant to tell his story again in book form. Eventu-
ally, he says, “I was convinced that both the writer 
and the illustrator would be great at making my sto-

Rich Clarkson/Rich Clarkson & Associates

ON THE COVER

Tommie Smith
The athlete and activist—legendary for his raised fist at the 1968 
Olympics—tells his story for young readers
BY GENE SEYMOUR

Tommie Smith, center, at the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City.
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ry understood to kids, to be told in a manner that 
would make them feel a part of my own life. And 
to make [a child], when they read this, say to them-
selves, ‘Gee, I need more than what I got.’ Because 
that was how I felt growing up and coming to that 
moment in my life when I did what I had to do.” 

The 200-meter final in Mexico City is used as a 
framing device for Smith’s life story, from his impov-
erished childhood in rural Red River County, Texas, 
as the seventh of 12 children born to a sharecropper 
and his wife. (In the book, Smith describes his young 
self as “antsy, a bright ball of energy that found it 
hard to be still.”) The family migrated to Lemoore, 
California, near the San Joaquin Valley, where young 
Tommie attended racially integrated schools, in-
cluding the local high school where he first showed 
promise as a multisport athlete and won a scholar-
ship to San Jose State University in 1963.

Although he and his family didn’t talk about seg-
regation or politics when he was a child, Smith en-
tered his 20s with a burgeoning social conscious-
ness fed by the civil rights movement of the early 
’60s. “I had an obligation,” he writes, “not just to 
carry the banner for San Jose State, during track 
meets. I was obligated to carry an even larger ban-
ner for my people.” 

Originally, Smith, Carlos, and other Black track 
stars intended to boycott the 1968 Games as pro-
test. The virulent, sometimes violent reactions 
from Whites toward that prospect (including death 
threats and hate mail sent to Smith and other pro-
testing athletes) anticipated the wave of negative re-
actions against Smith and Carlos’ silent demonstra-
tion. Both were suspended from the games by the 
U.S. Olympic Committee and given 48 hours to head 
back to the States. Before Smith reached home, he’d 
been fired from a part-time job he had at a Pontiac 
dealership. And that was only the beginning.

“I was banned from any competition in Europe 
representing the United States,” he recalls. “I 
couldn’t run under the flag in the U.S. I needed 
to move on. And I had to support a family. I was 
24 years old, married with a son, and there was 
no time to wait for somebody to give me hand-
outs, and I was at the peak of my career as a track-
and-field athlete.” He got teaching jobs in public 
schools and, in 1972, landed a coaching position 
at Oberlin College, where he worked for six years 

before moving back to California and Santa Mon-
ica College.

After the turn of the 21st century, Smith and Car-
los received belated accolades and honors, includ-
ing the Arthur Ashe Award for Courage at the 2008 
ESPY Awards, formal recognition of their courage 
at the White House by President Barack Obama in 
2016, and commemorative statues of Smith and Car-
los’ Olympic salute at both the National Museum of 
African American History in Washington and on 
the San Jose State campus. 

Victory. Stand! is part of what seems an ongoing 
process of reacquainting the world with Tommie 
Smith, who confesses with mild amusement that 
the book has given even him an opportunity to reac-
quaint himself with the child, the man, the athlete, 
and hero he’s become. 

“It tickles me. My life used to frustrate me, used 
to scare me,” Smith says. “Now I can see myself 
from the inside out.” 

Gene Seymour is a writer and editor living in Brooklyn 
and has written for the Nation, the Washington Post, 
and CNN.com. Victory. Stand! received a starred re-
view in the July 15, 2022, issue.
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CRUEL ILLUSIONS
Fuston, Margie
McElderry (512 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-66590-210-6  

A girl is determined to join a troupe 
of vampire-hunting magicians and 
avenge her mother’s death.

Ava Perry, 18, and Parker, her younger 
brother, have been in the foster system 
since their magician parents were killed. 

Their dad died so long ago that Ava barely remembers him. 
Ava never shared with Parker that a vampire was responsible 
for their mother’s death a decade earlier or that she has been 
training for years to kill one herself. Her mom always said magic 
wasn’t actually real, but when Ava learns this was a lie to protect 
her, she wants to know everything. A troupe of magicians reveal 
that they use their magic to hunt vampires, and they invite Ava 
to join them. However, to become immortal like them, she has 
to prove herself in a competition against other apprentices. As 
the competition gets underway, she realizes there is something 
more sinister at play, and the truths she held fast to may not 
be so true after all. This lush, stand-alone paranormal fantasy 
blends several beloved tropes into a fresh, enchanting tale. 
There’s a delicious love triangle, gory blood magic, fierce rival-
ries, and found family. It’s a bit slow to start as the worldbuild-
ing is unveiled, but then the action accelerates and the romance 
heats up. The twisty reveals will keep readers captivated. Main 
characters are White; there is some racial diversity and a queer 
couple in Ava’s troupe.

Sure to dazzle those in the mood for something sensuous 
and sinister. (Paranormal. 14-18)

PATH OF DECEIT
Gratton, Tessa & Justina Ireland
Disney Lucasfilm (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 4, 2022
978-1-368-07612-8 
Series: Star Wars: The High Republic 

As the Republic spreads to the far 
reaches of the galaxy, two Jedi clash with 
zealots from a religion dedicated to liber-
ating the Force. 

On Dalna, an isolated Outer Rim 
planet, the Path of the Open Hand awaits the completion of 
the Gaze Electric, the ship on which they hope to find sanctu-
ary. Marda Ro, a gray-skinned Evereni, yearns to serve the Path 
like her cousin, Yana, one of the chosen Children who carry out 
the Force-inspired visions of their prophet, the Mother. Unlike 
her earnest cousin, Yana knows better than to trust the Path 
or the Force, but she also doesn’t care about the Mother’s true 
plans for the artifacts that the Children steal for her as long as 
Marda stays protected. An investigation of the Path’s connec-
tion to a high-profile theft brings Jedi Padawan Kevmo Zink, 

a blue-skinned Pantoran, and his master to Dalna, but when 
Kevmo meets Marda, her faith in the Force draws him in, caus-
ing him to question his beliefs. This High Republic–era mystery 
builds tension and suspense by alternating among the perspec-
tives of characters who are at odds with one another. Establish-
ing from the beginning that the Path stole the missing artifact 
elevates the overarching plot from a straightforward investiga-
tive adventure into a complex intrigue about motivation. Fore-
shadowing sets up the brutal and heart-wrenching ending. The 
cast of characters includes casual representation of polyamory, 
queerness, and nonbinary gender identities. 

Enticing treachery. (timeline) (Fantasy. 14-18)

SOCRATES 
A Life Worth Living
Lehmann, Devra
Triangle Square Books for Young 
Readers (288 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-64421-136-6 
Series: Philosophy for Young People 

A thorough study of the brilliant, 
timeless, entertainingly abrasive thinker.

As in her outstanding Spinoza: The 
Outcast Thinker (2014), Lehmann doesn’t present an encyclope-
dic analysis of Socrates’ life and thought, focusing instead on 
themes and ideas that will (or should, anyway) provoke immedi-
ate responses from today’s readers. Here, then, she steers (more 
or less) clear of esoteric philosophical topics to describe her 
subject’s lifelong quest for clarity on ethical issues, on how to 
conduct a meaningful life, and on the nature of true virtue. In 
retracing the course of his life, she also explores his adversarial 
relationship with the polis of Athens as soldier, public figure, 
and ultimately political victim. Along with describing his trains 
of reason in clear, simple language, she brings him to life as a 

“modest but arrogant, ugly but alluring, sensuous but ascetic, 
mocking but earnest” force of nature who considered himself 
not a teacher but a sort of intellectual midwife, asking thorny 
questions to confound the supposedly wise but leaving it to 
others (us, for instance) to work out answers. This account is 
based on judicious use of source material and massive research 
and further livened throughout by frequent photos or diagrams 
of major Athenian buildings, sexually suggestive images on arti-
facts, and even an illustration of a hemlock plant. Women do get 
rare but occasional mentions.

A vivid, perceptive portrait aimed at spurring readers to 
take up the quest. (map, notes, note on sources, bibliography, 
glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

“A vivid, perceptive portrait.”
socrates
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SOME KIND OF HATE
Littman, Sarah Darer
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-338-74681-5  

A lifelong friendship is threatened by 
White nationalism.

Teens Declan Taylor, a talented 
pitcher, and his best friend, Jake Lehrer, 
are both White—like most in their small, 
rural New York town—but Jake is Jew-

ish, and Dec is not. When Dec’s severely injured while trying to 
impress his crush, he finds himself playing video games all sum-
mer instead of baseball with Jake. His working-class parents 
worry about the medical bills more than his misery. Resentful 
and bored, he’s primed for the MMORPG Imperialist Empires, 
which takes him down a rabbit hole of hatred. Soon he’s hang-
ing out IRL with local players, spewing invective, repeating 
beliefs that “globalists want to dilute the purity of the white 
race”—and putting that hate into action. Opening with a note 
about the difficult content, which includes slurs, Littman tack-
les an important topic. Jake’s feelings of differentness within the 
larger community are poignantly realized, from casual micro-
aggressions to active-shooter drills at the synagogue. Unfortu-
nately, Declan’s characterization is paper thin. A bundle of toxic 
masculinity from the get-go, he gives readers little insight into 
what Jake gets from their friendship, while his leaden, present-
tense narration (alternating with Jake’s) tends to lines like “fury 
bubbles in my belly like molten lava.” Frequent infodumps fur-
ther weigh the tale down.

Worthy concept; inadequate execution. (author’s note, 
resources on website) (Fiction. 12-16)

EDITED
Lyga, Barry
Blackstone (288 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
979-8-2008-3240-8  

In a considerably abridged version 
of his co-published Unedited (2022), the 
author personally steps into a first-love 
YA novel to school a fictional teenager in 
assumed agency.

Awash in unrequited love for class-
mate Philomel, Mike is devastated to 

feel her drift away as high school gives way to college…until 
the discovery that he can alter past events leads him to hope 
for a replayed scene somewhere along the line that will trans-
form her feelings for him. Not gonna happen, says Lyga, stroll-
ing into view as the original plot gives way to a guided tour of 
the writer’s mind and process. Supported by a putative Editor 
who chimes in occasionally, plus two alternate versions of him-
self, Lyga affirms his godlike powers to shape invented char-
acters despite their protestations. “The only character in the 

book who is fully realized and actually matters is me,” he writes, 
explaining to Mike that he’s just a self-centered adolescent naif 
when it comes to real love, but it would spoil the story to write 
his heartbreak out. How this coldly analytical line of reasoning 
will go over with teens is easy to guess, as is the reaction to the 
way Phil is intentionally left, even in a tacked-on single chapter 
of her own, as a paper cutout who is more described than shown. 
Aspiring writers may appreciate this look backstage. The entire 
cast reads White.

Part star-crossed love story, part creative writing seminar. 
(Metafiction. 14-18)
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UNEDITED
Lyga, Barry
Blackstone (800 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2022
979-8-2008-3219-4  

A doorstopper iteration of the co-
published Edited (2022) with all the 
excised sex, alternate pasts and dysto-
pian futures, sex, authorial commentary, 
metaphorically significant journeys, and 
sex left in.

When deeply lovestruck teen Mike’s 
efforts to change the past and win back his less-attached lover, 
Philomel, just make things worse, he sets out to argue the 
author into a major revision. Along with plenty of hot bedroom 
scenes, the page count balloons with duplicate and disordered 
chapters of disastrous do-overs plus point-of-view switches that 
allow supporting cast members to weigh in. Not to mention a 
set-piece quest that takes Mike and companions through sub-
way tunnels to a ruined city that only those who have lost in 
love can enter. Lest he be accused of creeping romanticism, the 
author abandons this story partway along to tell his own, shoul-
dering his way in to assert godlike powers. He banishes several 
significant characters, analyzes how his life and earlier works 
have informed this one, and professes to help readers get over 
their own first heartbreaks by telling Mike that he’s too young 
to be really in love. The author’s attempts to insulate himself 
from criticism for thin characterizations (notably Phil’s), with, 
for instance, an ironic reference to his “Male Gaze” and a scene 
in which Mike is mortified by the sudden realization that his 
lifelong best friend is Black (the rest of the cast presents White), 
look like afterthoughts in what reads more like a ponderous, 
messy archive than a perceptive study on love and loss.

A sprawling, cantankerous self-exploration. (Metafiction. 
14-18)

KIKI IN THE MIDDLE
Malaspina, Ann
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$25.80  |  Aug. 1, 2022
978-1-978596-06-1  

After her rookie cop brother shoots 
an unarmed man in Queens, rising 10th 
grader Kiki investigates.

Aspiring Greek American artist Kiki 
Pantazis goes with her friends to a pro-
test. There, she sees someone holding 

a photo of her brother, Stavros, labeled #MURDERER. She 
learns that he fatally shot Ray Brennan, an unarmed schizo-
phrenic man who is cued as White, claiming that he was acting 
in self-defense. Her friends want Kiki to join the protest against 
police violence, but Kiki is reluctant out of loyalty to her family 
even though she knows that Stavros isn’t always a good guy. Kiki 
decides to find out for herself what happened, learning about 

the dangers often faced by mentally ill people and seeking out 
Ray’s parents for their side of the story. Meanwhile, she decides 
to work through her feelings by painting a mural on the wall 
of her mother’s bakery—of Stavros and Ray, with the identical 
bikes they both owned and loved—with help from other stu-
dents in her summer art class. Kiki’s shift from only drawing 
in black and white to incorporating color into her art mirrors 
her growing recognition of real-world complexities. This novel 
in verse may appeal to teens interested in the social commen-
tary and therapeutic aspects of art, though some may find the 
messaging heavy-handed and question the tastefulness of the 
mural’s content.

An entry point for reluctant readers to explore the per-
sonal side of social justice issues. (glossary) (Verse novel. 12-18)

THIS IS OUR PLACE
Martins, Vitor
Trans. by Larissa Helena
PUSH/Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-338-81864-2  

A character-driven book translated 
from Portuguese about making your 
home where your heart is.

Told in timelines set decades apart, 
the novel follows the lives of three teen 

residents of 8 Sunflower St. in the fictional rural Brazilian city 
of Lagoa Pequena. Expressing itself in a delightful voice, the 
narrator is the house itself; through it, readers get to know Ana, 
Greg, and Beto. In the 2000 storyline, Ana is a lesbian with a 
girlfriend who still hasn’t worked up the nerve to come out to 
her dad. Just when things are starting to look up, she finds out 
that they are moving to Rio de Janeiro for his new job. In 2010, 
Greg is sent to his aunt’s house while his divorcing parents work 
through things. Awkwardly, the person he feels closest to is the 
young woman who works as his plastic surgeon father’s per-
sonal assistant. But in this new place, Greg meets someone new: 
Tiago, another gay teen who may or may not fit into his plan 
of finally having his first kiss. In 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic 
starts, and Beto is stuck with his mother and sister, navigating 
his complicated relationships with them. He’s also trapped in a 
city he hates for the narrow gender roles the residents perpetu-
ate. The reflective stories offer different perspectives on the 
lives and struggles of the protagonists, with heartfelt moments 
that readers who appreciate quiet books will enjoy.

A sweet, introspective story about queer teens. (Fiction. 
13-18)
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MARGOT MERTZ FOR THE WIN
McCrossen, Carrie & Ian McWethy
Viking (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-593-20528-0  

Margot returns, this time becoming 
immersed in the world of political strat-
egy and scandal. 

Following her spectacular but per-
sonally anguishing takedown of Roos-
evelt Bitches, a revenge porn site run by 

students at her high school, as detailed in Margot Mertz Takes 
It Down (2021), Margot is attempting to steer clear of her old 
business as a cleaner of people’s compromising online images. 
She pines for Avery, the guy she wound up falling for after she 
faked a relationship with him to further her investigative work, 
though he seems to want to remain just friends. Drawn into 
both his father’s campaign for state Senate and the race for class 
president at her high school, she is soon pressed to put her old 
sleuthing skills to work. Once again, heavy subject matter, such 
as sexual predation and misogyny, is balanced by Margot’s fre-
netic, intelligent, wickedly funny, expletive-laden, first-person 
voice as she wends her way through unexpected twists. By turns 
hilarious and heartbreaking—as well as unflinching in its por-
trayal of the costs of remaining true to one’s personal convic-
tions—this volume’s open-ended conclusion suggests there may 
be more to come. Readers ideally should read the previous book 
in order to fully appreciate this one. Margot is White; Avery’s 
mom is Black, and his dad is White, and there is racial diversity 
among secondary characters.

A gripping sequel with a smart, flawed, indomitable pro-
tagonist. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE SECRET WORLD 
OF LICHENS
A Young Naturalist’s Guide
McMullin, Troy
Firefly (48 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $9.95  |  Sept. 1, 2022
978-0-228-10399-8
978-0-2281-0398-1 paper

A lichenologist shares both his enthusiasm and a more than 
superficial portion of what he knows about his favorite subject.

Mushrooms may get most of the fungal love, but after 
poring over high-quality photos of 38 lichens and pausing to 
absorb McMullin’s densely informative notes on their physical 
and reproductive structures, distribution, and manifold uses 
as food, medicine, dyestuffs, and even air pollution monitors, 
readers will be strongly tempted to divide their affections. A 
general introduction informs readers that these truly ancient 
symbiotic organisms, which combine a fungus and either algae 
or cyanobacteria (or, as the author puts it, “occasionally both!”), 
can be thousands of years old and grow up to “27 millimeters 
per year!” The book introduces close-up, in-your-cortex views 

of specimens with, often enough, memorable names like Fairy 
Puke Lichen, Blushing Rock Tripe Lichen, or Dead Man’s Fin-
gers. One type, Elegant Sunburst, survived more than a year and 
a half outside the International Space Station—but readers will 
have no trouble finding lichens of their own closer to home or, 
following the author’s basic instructions, identifying and study-
ing them.

Glimpses of a minuscule new world for budding natural-
ists and a rare gap-filler for library collections, too. (glossary) 
(Nonfiction. 12-18)

“Glimpses of a minuscule new world for budding natural ists.”
the secret world of lichens
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THE ONES WE BURN
Mix, Rebecca
McElderry (480 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-5344-9351-3  

A political assassin sent to save her 
kind must discover who her true ene-
mies are.

A so-called peace between humans 
and Witchik is maintained through a 
treaty—a one-sided treaty that’s slowly 

threatening the witches’ existence. When the treaty demands 
that Ranka serve as the Bloodwinn, or prince’s bride, she 
refuses—only to have close friend Yeva mistakenly abducted in 
her place. Ongrum, Ranka’s coven leader, sends her to the capi-
tal city of Seaswept to rescue Yeva and assassinate the prince, 
but he and his twin sister aren’t what she expects. Sheltered 
Prince Galen’s kindhearted; icy, calculating Princess Aramis 
matches her brilliance with her goodness. Aramis and her best 
friend, a mysterious ambassador, have been desperately trying 
to cure a new plague that’s claiming witches—turning them 
into warped versions of the special kind of witch Ranka is, a 
blood-witch or nigh-uncontrollable killing machine. Working 
with the twins, Ranka learns dark secrets about the disease and 
who the villains really are in the twisty plot (which becomes 
a marathon of action and betrayal in the final act). Ranka and 
Aramis’ slow-burn romance is rewarding. Some worldbuilding 
questions are left unanswered, as the story’s more concerned 
with narratives about betrayal of trust and untangling abuse and 
manipulation from love. Large, muscular Ranka is White; the 
twins are Black. There’s racial diversity that holds no in-world 
significance among humans of all classes and witches (who can 
be of any gender).

A relationship-driven fantasy with much to offer. (Fantasy. 
13-18)

GETTING HELP
Coping With and Overcoming 
Mental Illness
Mooney, Carla
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Sept. 1, 2022
978-1-6782-0338-2  

A brief overview of struggles with men-
tal illness and approaches to treatment. 

Starting with a general introduction 
to topics like depression and anxiety, 

readers encounter a basic survey of mental illnesses: conditions 
that have an impact on emotion, thinking patterns, and behav-
ior choices. The work opens by looking at disability, financial 
and career effects, relationship stress, implications for aca-
demic achievement, and the recent impact of Covid. The sec-
ond chapter addresses stigma, media representation, access 
to affordable care, and changing perceptions as public figures 

speak out about their experiences (which add a note of hope). 
The book then goes on to look at treatment, with individuals’ 
varying needs and treatment options being discussed, includ-
ing psychotherapy, cognitive behavior therapy and other tech-
niques, medication, and hospitalization. Long-term self-care 
approaches are also noted, such as exercise, engagement with 
the arts, animal therapy, and peer support. Diverse personal 
perspectives that offer practical insights into lifelong strategies 
enhance the work, grounding the topics while humanizing the 
overall detached tone. While a strong case is made for improv-
ing understanding of mental illness as a common reality for 
many, there is a somewhat oversimplified distinction between 
positive and negative states of emotion. Although the work is 
well organized in bite-sized chunks of language accessible to a 
range of readers, there is limited discussion of social contexts 
and factors that may influence well-being. 

A clinical, introductory guide to understanding mental 
health. (source notes, getting help and information, further 
research, index, picture credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

SUPPER CLUB
Morrow, Jackie
Colors by Allie Pipitone
Image Comics (232 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-1-5343-2421-3  

Three best friends face the end of high 
school with trepidation and nostalgia. 

Nora isn’t ready for things to change. 
When senior year starts, and she can feel 
the cracks beginning to form in her long-

time friendships with Iris and Lili, she scrambles for an activity 
that will keep the three connected. Her solution? Supper Club. 
Nora, Iris, Lili, and some other friends come together to share 
food, laughter, and memories. Nora, who is Italian American, 
makes rainbow cookies and lasagna. Lili, who is cued as being of 
Chinese heritage, celebrates the Lunar New Year with steamed 
sea bass and high school graduation with braised pork ribs and 
spring bao. Iris, who is White, brings in mac and cheese and her 
mom’s banana bread. Their other friends contribute to the cul-
tural mélange with mofongo, challah, and flautas. Each friend 
weathers her own challenges—sick parents, anxiety attacks, 
alcohol use, and romantic pursuits gone wrong, to name a few. 
These bumps in the road don’t leave their friendships unscathed, 
but the story is ultimately reassuring. The richly colored art is 
full of movement and personality, gestures and facial expres-
sions bringing intensity to every character. The text relies on 
dialogue for exposition, trusting readers to connect the dots 
and build connections between events that take place in the 
characters’ lives over the course of the school year.

Bursting with flavor. (recipes, concept art) (Graphic fiction. 
13-18)

“Bursting with flavor.”
supper club
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CLIMATE CRISIS
Our Planet in Peril
Nardo, Don
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Sept. 1, 2022
978-1-6782-0456-3  

A look at the impact of human 
behavior on climate change showing how 
rapidly things are progressing and, in the 
process, impacting ecosystems, biodiver-
sity, and human life. 

Miami, Florida, has spent nearly $2 billion dollars battling 
rising coastal waters. People on the island nation of Kiribati are 
using sandbags and dredging material from the seafloor in hopes 
of keeping the ocean from entirely taking over their home. The 
warming of the globe is also causing droughts, wildfires, and 
stronger hurricanes, all leading to the loss of habitat and animal 
extinction as well as a rise in climate refugees as some places 
become uninhabitable, particularly as erratic weather exacer-
bates existing challenges. Sourced from recent reporting and 
told in a digestible journalistic style, this work brings imme-
diacy to the situation by briefly showing how things got to this 
place, how fast things are changing, and what is being done by 
governments, organizations, and companies around the world. 
The information is well organized; text boxes expand and 
define terms used. Color photos throughout help illustrate con-
temporary disasters caused by warming temperatures. Broad 
and global in its perspective, this is more of an overview of cur-
rent information rather than deep research and social context.

An accessible and urgent primer on a crisis of urgent pro-
portions. (photo credits, source notes, organizations and web-
sites, further research, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE VERMILION EMPORIUM
Pacton, Jamie
Peachtree Teen (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-68263-488-2  

What price magic?
Set against an imaginative back-

ground and inspired by the Radium 
Girls, this is a love story between two 
broken, orphaned older teens who dis-
cover magic both literal and figurative 

when they meet. When Twain discovers a strand of starlight and 
Quinta finds a book of starlight lace patterns at the Vermilion 
Emporium (possibly the most creative and least utilized magic 
shop in YA fantasy), they discover a secret—that starlight lace 
once conferred power, although magic was last seen in Severon 
a couple of hundred years ago. Together they set out to make 
a dress of starlight for the Casorina who rules their land. Both 
Quinta and Twain are appealing and easy to root for. Unfortu-
nately, every conflict resolves rapidly, compelling obstacles are 
nearly nonexistent, and love blossoms immediately so that the 

only barrier is Quinta’s love-’em-and- leave-’em attitude (her 
sexual experience, which includes past male and female lovers 
and many one-night stands, is, refreshingly, never an issue for 
her or for Twain). The world is a vibrant, multiracial, magical 
place, but uneven pacing makes the first half drag while the lat-
ter portion of the book rockets along and provides all the con-
flict and tension. With this work Pacton pivots from realistic 
fiction to fantasy, and the often lovely writing creates a feast for 
the senses despite the plot’s weaknesses. 

Much potential, mixed payoff. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 
13-18)

THE DO-OVER
Painter, Lynn
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-5344-7886-2  

Valentine’s Day is the new Ground-
hog Day in Painter’s latest teen romance. 

According to Emilie Hornby, “love is 
for planners,” and she is confident that 
Josh is the perfect boyfriend: He is well 
liked, academically gifted, and extremely 

handsome. So after dating him for three months, she adds “Say 
‘I love you’ to Josh!!!!!!!!!!!” to her Valentine’s Day to-do list. But 
Fate has other plans for Emilie, and she ends up crashing her 
car into her surly chemistry lab partner Nick’s truck, losing a 
journalism fellowship due to a clerical error, and catching Josh 
kissing his beautiful ex in his car. After sleeping over at her 
grandma’s, Emilie wakes up in her own bedroom and discovers 
that it is Feb. 14 again. Trapped in a time loop where she repeat-
edly relives the day’s heartbreaking events, she tries to manipu-
late things in order to free herself. But tomorrow never seems 
to come, and she keeps finding her way back to Nick, who is not 
only annoyingly handsome, but surprisingly charming. Painter 
plucks readers’ every heartstring, from writing a sweet love 
story between two teens with very different views on romance 
to honestly depicting how Emilie’s parents’ messy divorce has 
impacted her feelings of self-worth. Italicized confessions at 
the beginnings of various chapters prove there is a playful side 
to Emilie that is further brought out by Nick, whose constant 
teasing leads to flirty banter. Main characters are cued as White. 

Unequivocally hilarious and delightful. (Romance. 13-18)
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THE 9:09 PROJECT 
Parsons, Mark H.
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-593-30975-9  

Photography becomes more than 
just a hobby to Jamison when he uses an 
art project to reconnect with his family 
and friends after his mother’s death. 

Jamison Deever, a 17-year-old implied 
White Californian boy, has developed the 

habit of taking a photo on the same corner—the intersection 
of Fig and Gardena—at 9:09 p.m., the exact time his mother 
died two years ago. When he forgets her birthday and worries 
that means he’s forgetting her, Jamison decides to use the 9:09 
photos to keep his mom close by looking more carefully at his 
subjects. As he learns to spot and draw out connections to the 
strangers he photographs, he also cultivates deeper relation-
ships with the people in his life. In this brilliant literary por-
trait, Jamison’s charming adoration of his sister, Ollie; authentic 
(and frequent) cursing; and lively, energetic demeanor skillfully 
complement the more cerebral examinations of grief, art, love. 
The chapters open with intriguing quotes from photographer 
Dorothea Lange, and the technical jargon is accurate but not 
distracting. Gifting readers with a wryly funny, extremely intel-
ligent, and sweetly romantic contemporary novel full of biting 
sarcasm and threaded through with tender yet powerful emo-
tions, Parsons asks them to consider questions of meaning and 
value in their own lives. 

Exquisitely drawn characters and deeply authentic emo-
tions elevate this to something greater than the sum of its 
parts. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE MASCULINITY 
WORKBOOK FOR TEENS
Discover What Being a Guy 
Means to You
Reigeluth, Christopher S.
Instant Help Books (192 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-68403-949-4  

Helps readers develop an individual 
understanding of masculinity through a series of prompts and 
simple worksheets. 

Reigeluth begins with three separate letters, one to teen 
guys; one to parents, caregivers, and mentors; and one to 
therapists, counselors, and other supporters. His introduction 
lucidly explains “Guy Code” and its potential toxicity, lays out 
the structure of the book, and offers the first few activities 
designed to help readers understand their own views surround-
ing issues of masculinity. In one, there’s a list of attributes relat-
ing to physical appearance, interests, and emotional traits to be 
tagged as either relating to girls and women or guys. Each chap-
ter unpacks a specific aspect of conventional thinking about 

masculinity then provides activities to help readers understand 
how the Guy Code influences them. For example, in assess-
ing messages about sports being more important than school, 
related activities include identifying personal goals and tag-
ging specific academic subjects and extracurriculars according 
to gender messaging. The activities are nicely presented, and, 
as explained in Michael G. Thompson’s foreword, such self-
knowledge can empower the individual to choose his own path. 
But the author sometimes tends to oversimplify and overgener-
alize. This is particularly true when he tries to explain masculin-
ity through the lenses of culture and race, a sensitive topic that 
begs for more in-depth treatment. The appendices explore sex 
versus gender, the gender spectrum, and more.

A useful guide that poses important, soul-searching ques-
tions in an engaging manner. (references) (Nonfiction. 12-16)

BLOOD IN THE WATER
Roehrig, Caleb
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-338-78403-9 
Series: Hunt a Killer 

When his uncle’s death turns out to 
be more than an accident, Zac races to 
decipher the series of clues he uncovers 
before the murderer catches up to him. 

Working right on the beach generally 
isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, and Zac Fremont should know. He’s 
prepared for yet another season of dealing with the spring break 
crowds at his family’s beachfront restaurant instead of riding 
the waves with his former pro-surfer uncle—until Uncle Flash 
is found dead and it looks like Zac’s dad is the prime suspect. 
Determined to clear his dad of any wrongdoing while becoming 
increasingly frustrated with his obligations to the family busi-
ness and growing disillusioned with the uncle he idolized as he 
learns more about him, Zac knows that whatever happened to 
Flash may happen to him or someone else he loves if he doesn’t 
figure things out in time. Complexity is added with the unrav-
eling of rumor-skewed town mysteries and other, more recent, 
developments. The novel’s events take place over a span of 
about one week, keeping the secondary cast focused on just 
the necessary players. Images of a variety of clues replicate the 
immersive nature of the Hunt a Killer tabletop crime-solving 
game from which this novelization originates. The ending 
brings a satisfying conclusion while not being so perfectly tied 
up as to be totally implausible. All characters read as White. 

An absorbing, puzzling narrative sure to entertain true-
crime fanatics and murder mystery readers alike. (photo cred-
its) (Mystery. 12-18)
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THINGS THAT BURN
Rogers, A.M.
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$25.80  |  Oct. 1, 2022
978-1-978596-09-2  

High school student Harper wishes 
that she still lived in Los Angeles where 
there are more opportunities for acting, 
which is her passion.

She is inspired by actress and human-
itarian Audrey Hepburn and has just 

made a new friend, Dakota, who is nonbinary and cued as Black 
and who speaks out about climate change. Harper is trying to 
get used to the California town that she and her father have 
moved to with Ara, Harper’s new stepmother; Harper’s mom 
has moved to Atlanta. Harper and her dad are White, while Ara 
is from Morocco—and very pregnant. Harper has always been 
close with her dad, but she misses her mom and is ambivalent 
about becoming an older sister. When wildfires blaze, her fire-
fighter dad must leave them to go do his job. Harper and Ara 
are thrown together uncomfortably as they wait to find out 
whether and where the fire will spread; fortunately, they escape 
when it threatens to engulf their home. The situation stresses 
everyone out, but luckily, Dakota and their capable mom are at 
the emergency shelter and step in to assist Harper and Ara at 
a critical time. This novel for reluctant readers in first-person 
free verse strongly and realistically portrays a young woman 
who experiences family problems and larger dangers.

Emotional turmoil and environmental threats are skill-
fully handled in this accessible novel in verse. (Verse novel. 12-18)

SCATTERED SHOWERS
Stories
Rowell, Rainbow
Illus. by Jim Tierney
Wednesday Books (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-2508-5541-1  

Romance blooms even during turbu-
lent winters.

Missed chances on New Year’s 
Eve, a Star Wars movie premiere, the 
soundtrack to grieving a breakup, break-

ing traditions for a school dance, celebrating holidays amid a 
pandemic, a modern fairy tale, stark realizations about life 
passing by, the awkwardness of bringing a boyfriend home 
for Christmas, and characters in limbo, waiting to be written 
into the story: Rowell weaves these scenarios into nine short 
stories, some realistic and some fantasy and most taking place 
during the winter or relating to holidays. A number are set in 
the author’s home state of Nebraska. Fans will recognize a 
few familiar characters, including Simon and Baz from Carry 
On (2015), the sole queer couple in this collection. All but one 
story ends in a definite romance, but they are all about the 

honest, layers-peeled-back connections by which people feel 
seen by one another. With this volume, which includes four pre-
viously published entries, Rowell offers more of what she does 
best: character-driven stories interlaced with a healthy dose of 
nerdiness and a little sappy indulgence thrown in as a treat. It’s 
easy to get swept up in these tales and root so passionately for 
the protagonists that it almost hurts, but readers will close the 
covers feeling satisfied. Except for one Vietnamese American 
protagonist, the cast is predominantly White. Each story is 
prefaced by an attractive mulberry- or mint green–and-white, 
full-page illustration that helps set the mood.

A treat. (Short stories. 14-18)

RUNNING THROUGH IT
Scarfarotti, Lorie
Red Deer Press (216 pp.)
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 30, 2022
978-0-88995-668-1  

Eighth grader Josie Tomaselli is a 
runner, spurred on by her dad, who is 
now hospitalized.

Her coach, best friends, mom, and 
younger brother, Lucas, are also strong 
supporters. Josie’s parents are amicably 

divorced, and her family life is pretty good. Josie is not always 
confident, but she gets along well with outgoing Lucas. She’s 
starting to think about boys and gets drunk at a local fair with 
her friends. Always on her phone, Josie is attached to her spe-
cial running playlist—her dad’s inspiration (the chapter head-
ings reference the song titles). Nervous before every race, she 
depends on her lucky shorts, her “fast hair” (the French braids 
her mom gives her), her dad’s encouraging text messages, and 
her friends’ urging her to have “lady balls” to get through. At 
the beginning of the week covered in the book, Josie wins a 
race, finally getting to advance to the city finals. Running in the 
park, she meets the woman who starts the school races: Aurora 
Osborne, a former Olympian whose locs may cue her as Black 
in the otherwise predominantly White cast, gives Josie encour-
agement and recommends special drills. This approachable 
debut about contemporary middle school life deals honestly 
with Josie’s anxiety about her own abilities and her dad’s recur-
ring lung cancer. There are occasional references to her Italian 
heritage, mostly centered around food.

A sensitively told story about parental illness interwoven 
with meaningful friendship and sports themes. (author inter-
view) (Fiction. 12-14)

“Readers will close the covers feeling satisfied.”
scattered showers
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LUMINARY
A Magical Guide to Self-Care
Scelsa, Kate
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-1-66590-234-2  

From spells to mindfulness, this work 
offers some methods to help boost holis-
tic health.

Initial chapters address the practices 
of tarot, astrology, witchcraft, energy 

work, and spirit guides, while later ones examine body positiv-
ity, therapy, mindfulness, and creative pursuits. Throughout the 
book, Scelsa uses a broad definition of energy that leaves plenty 
of room for individual connections, spiritual or otherwise, while 
always stressing that readers should employ these strategies in 
ways that are helpful for them personally. She candidly discusses 
her own journey of navigating depression and anxiety. Her 
tone is remarkably approachable and nonjudgmental—it’s like 
you’ve struck up a conversation with a more experienced rela-
tive or family friend who’s more than willing to talk shop while 
adamantly wanting what is best for you. This dialogue extends 
to actual conversations Scelsa has with experienced profession-
als chosen with care for each chapter. They each speak from 
diverse perspectives concerning race, queerness, and physical 
and mental conditions. Scelsa gives a primer on the basics of 
each set of tools, including simple introductory exercises at the 
end of each chapter. Whether readers are seasoned practitio-
ners or baby witches—or just open-minded people interested in 
expanding their self-care toolboxes—this is a fantastic resource 
for getting a new perspective on why these practices are poten-
tially valuable and how they interrelate to one’s physical, mental, 
and metaphysical well-being.

A valuable resource filled with productive possibilities. 
(author’s note, references) (Self-help. 12-18)

THE HUNGER BETWEEN US
Scott, Marina
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-0-374-39006-8  

A first-person fictional account of 
starvation during the siege of Leningrad.

Seventeen-year-old Liza buries her 
mother in secret so that she can still 
use her ration cards. Not that it matters 
much: Nearly a year after fascists sur-

rounded the city, there’s simply no food to be had—the daily 
allotment is 125 grams of bread, much of that made of sawdust. 
Liza’s best friend, Aka, tells her about the Mansion, a place 
where the secret police give girls food in exchange for sexual 
favors. When Aka goes missing, Liza searches for her and for the 
Mansion, where she’s sure she will find her. Along the way, she 
encounters two young men she knew before the war— Maksim, 

a member of the secret police, and Luka, a musician who lives 
in the tunnels beneath the city that are rumored to be inhabited 
by bands of cannibals. Liza’s an unrepentant thief, desperate to 
survive, but there are lines she won’t cross—or are there? Scott’s 
Vilnius childhood behind the Iron Curtain adds authenticity 
to this story; the unrelenting misery and stomach-churning 
denouement make it an emotionally difficult read. The set-
ting is fully depicted, but the characters never quite come to 
life, especially Luka and Maksim, who seem more or less inter-
changeable, and Aka’s father, who is a cardboard villain. 

A vivid setting and nail-biting events are let down by char-
acterization that lacks heart. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 
14-18)

BELITTLED WOMEN
Sellet, Amanda
Clarion/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-0-358-56735-6  

Tensions—romantic and otherwise—
abound for high school junior Jo Porter, 
better known (though still not all that 
well, to her dismay) for portraying Jo 
March in her family’s theater production, 
Little Women Live!

For the past seven years, Jo and her sisters, Meg, a senior, 
and Amy, a sophomore—in the absence of a fourth sister, they 
hold annual auditions for a Beth—have played their parts in 
turning their mother’s favorite book into a “semiprofessional 
tourist attraction” on their small Kansas farm. As in Alcott’s 
book, their father is vaguely elsewhere. From Jo’s point of view 
the sisters’ personalities track, too: Meg is pretty, Amy spoiled, 
and despite her wish to earn a cross-country scholarship to 
college, Jo gets stuck being resentfully responsible. She’s got a 
crush on David, Meg’s ex who’s signed on to play John Brooke 
in the upcoming season. When a New York reporter comes to 
do a possible national feature story on the show, Jo sees her and 
her cute son, Hudson, as a possible way out of the life she finds 
stagnant. The main characters are all White except Laurie, a 
Black classmate with acting ambitions, and some of the Beths. 
The story starts out meanderingly slowly and heavy on bicker-
ing and Little Women references only existing fans will get. Even-
tually Jo comes into focus and the ending has honesty and heart, 
though some readers may crave a firmer resolution.

Overly long and unevenly paced. (Fiction. 14-18)

“A fantastic resource for getting a new perspective.”
luminary
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TEEN ACTIVISTS
Youth Changing the World
Sheen, Barbara
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Aug. 15, 2022
978-1-67820-356-6  

Aiming at a better future for them-
selves and others, the teens profiled in 
this work strive to make a difference.

Examples of young people taking 
action and sharing their thoughts in 

their own words make this book vivid and inspiring. The author 
warns that activism is difficult work requiring a variety of skills 
as well as persistence, self-confidence, and determination. 
Organizing, marching, writing, and speaking are often added 
to days that are filled with other responsibilities. Activists have 
also been ignored, insulted, bullied, patronized, and threatened. 
They can’t let discouragement stop them and must accept not 
being like other teens. Some of the individuals highlighted here 
are well known, like Malala Yousafzai and Greta Thunberg, who 
views her autism as a strength. Others are less famous, like 
Alé Ortiz, a queer Latina gun control activist in Los Angeles. 
Sheen introduces young people in Canada, England, Pakistan, 
Uganda, and elsewhere. Their causes cover a variety of topics, 
and the book’s chapters each focus on one area: environmental 
issues, gun violence, racial justice, and children’s welfare. Sheen 
presents activism as an engaging challenge while not sugar-
coating the sometimes-limited immediate results. This acces-
sible overview with text boxes that introduce related subjects 
offers readers a peek into the motivations and strategies of teen 
changemakers who may inspire them to speak out.

A readable introduction to angry, distressed, impassioned, 
idealistic teens acting on their visions of positive change. 
(source notes, organizations and websites, further research, 
index, picture credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

WAIT FOR ME
Shepard, Sara
Union Square & Co. (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2022
978-1-4549-4577-2  

A precocious young woman with 
many faces is gripped by a mysterious 
voice.

Seventeen-year-old Casey seemingly 
has it good: She’s attending New York 
University on scholarship; she’s close 

with her roommate, Pippa; and she’s dating supernice, super-
rich Marcus. But something feels off. After a company holiday 
party where she meets Marcus’ CEO father, she is haunted by 
an insidious, whispering voice that makes her distrust Marcus. 
Is she being haunted by a forgotten memory, or is this a premo-
nition? Deciding to spend some time alone and study for finals, 
she hops on the Long Island Rail Road and randomly heads to 

seaside town Avon Shores, where she inexplicably knows more 
than she should about a place she’s never been. Then she meets 
a boy named Jake who remembers her as Becky. All the while, 
Casey is inundated with disturbing visions, including a wedding 
gone wrong, a car crash, and a drowning. As the book is narrated 
from Casey’s first-person, present-tense perspective, readers 
closely follow her as she makes missteps and causes some of her 
own problems. What follows is a typical love triangle but with a 
surprise thrown in. There is a slow buildup to a fast-paced mys-
tery in which each new piece of information casts what came 
before in a new light. Most characters default to White.

An enjoyably twisty romantic puzzle. (Mystery. 14-18)

SCREEN ADDICTION
A Teen Epidemic
Steffens, Bradley
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Aug. 15, 2022
978-1-67820-352-8  

Explains how to recognize (and 
avoid) the pitfalls of the online world. 

Steffens comes out swinging, with an 
introduction that lays out six hallmarks 
of behavioral addiction, linking them to 

the case study of a college student whose extreme obsession 
with watching movies on his laptop descended into addiction. 
The isolation caused by the recent Covid-19 pandemic has 
accelerated teens’ dependence on electronic devices, heighten-
ing the dangers. The first four chapters unpack the allure and 
hazards of the online world, while the final one offers a path 
to overcoming addiction. The need for social acceptance trig-
gers the fear of missing out, but ironically, the more a person 
engages with their devices, the less they are connected to the 
real world. Because social media presents idealized portraits 
and images, it frequently leads to unhealthy obsessions and self-
hate. Online gaming is another pitfall of the cyberworld that 
can lead to social withdrawal. While we tend to blame ourselves 
for our fixations with our devices, it’s important to recognize 
that apps are designed to be habit-forming. Dependence on 
them can even change the brain’s chemistry. Like other addic-
tions, the solution comes from first admitting that you have a 
problem: The author encourages steps that include seeking 
professional help, joining a support group, and behavior modi-
fication through mindfulness. Captioned stock photos and text 
boxes citing relevant studies break up the clear and accessible 
text and add useful context.

A concise and reader-friendly guide. (picture credits, 
source notes, resources, further research, index) (Nonfiction. 
12-18)
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RISE OF THE RAID MOB
Sullivan, M.J.
Illus. by Sophie Jones
Clock Tower Publishing (352 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-78226-959-5 
Series: Game Over, 1 

Four friends face off against an 
impending alien invasion.

High schoolers Jack Delaney, Cam-
eron Yates, Megan Joyce, and Ayo 

Osikoya-Arinola aren’t the most popular students at their school. 
But as tHeScOuRgE, ForgeFire666, Zuul, and Hephaestus in 
Distant Dawn, a global online co-op game featuring massive 
mechs and tentacled alien foes, they comprise the Raid Mob, 
the game’s most legendary squad. Their skills have gained them 
exclusive first access to the company’s new virtual reality con-
troller set, and this next Fullmersion level of Distant Dawn 
brings the sights and smells very close. When the teens seem-
ingly come face to face with aliens spouting plans for a take-
over of Earth, they must use their skills to save humanity. Are 
reality and the world of Distant Dawn colliding, or are they 
just experiencing overstimulation from the new tech? Sulli-
van explores themes of friendship, family, resolve, and reality 
in this fight-filled series opener. Cameron, who stutters, and 
Ayo, who is autistic, in particular draw strength from their vir-
tual selves. Sullivan also touches upon issues in technology and 
gaming like doxxing and data mining. Extended action-packed 
scenes should engage gamers and science-fiction fans, though 
some casual readers may find them dense. Illustrated elements, 
including scoreboards, robot and weapon specs, and blacked-
out “game over” spreads, add an immersive element, as does 
a musical playlist. Other than Nigerian British Ayo, the main 
characters read White. 

Action-packed interplanetary hijinks. (Science fiction. 12-16)

THE HOPE RAISERS
How a Group of Young 
Kenyans Fought To 
Transform Their Slum and 
Inspire a Community
Suthar, Nihar
Rowman & Littlefield (184 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-5381-6873-8  

Three young Kenyans utilize com-
munal philanthropy to build a brighter 
future for the next generation.

Life in Korogocho, Kenya’s fourth largest slum, is a struggle. 
Mutura Kuria’s mother picks trash in a landfill to earn money so 
he can stay in school. When his friend Daniel Onyango invites 
him to join his band, the boys soon realize the connection 
between music and social change. The band, the Hope Raisers, 
attracts other neighborhood youths, including Lucy Achieng, 

who dreams of becoming a soccer star. With the help of sym-
pathetic adults, their song about Kenya’s economic plight, 
inspired by the G8 summit, is posted to YouTube and shared 
with Italian government officials, garnering much attention. A 
chance introduction to rollerblading spawns an official skat-
ing team. Lucy, who seeks a different path than that dictated 
by tradition, falls in love with the sport; her passion and disci-
pline make her a role model for girls to feel empowered. The 
Hope Raisers face challenges, including criticism from elders, 
but skating becomes a catalyst for lasting change through travel 
and exposure to life outside Korogocho. Suthar’s storytelling 
doesn’t sensationalize poverty, and it highlights the value of 
change that originates within communities. He clearly respects 
his subjects. The young people’s perseverance is commendable: 
Their optimism contrasts with the realities of their environ-
ment. Cultural and historical information is woven into the nar-
rative, seamlessly providing important context.

An eye-opening account of undeterred resilience and hard-
won triumph. (guide to the area, map, discussion questions, 
website, notes, bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

HEROINES, RESCUERS, 
RABBIS, SPIES 
Unsung Women of the 
Holocaust
Swartz, Sarah Silberstein
Illus. by Liz Parkes
Second Story Press (192 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 18, 2022
978-1-77260-262-3  

A collective biography of nine 
women who took on important roles 

during World War II but whose courage and contributions have 
been overlooked. 

Regina Jonas, the first female rabbi; Faye Lazebnik Schul-
man, a photographer documenting Jewish resistance in White 
Russia; and writer and journalist Rachel Eiga Auerbach, who 
helped record the lives of Polish Jews under the Nazi occupa-
tion: These women and the others featured in Swartz’s book 
came from different backgrounds (including social class, reli-
gion, nationality), spoke different languages (though many, cru-
cially, were multilingual), and took different paths during and 
after the war. However, common threads run through their 
stories, and many made it their life goal to preserve personal 
accounts of the Holocaust for future generations. Each chap-
ter begins with an attractive, stylized portrait that effectively 
evokes the time period; the woman’s name and dates of birth 
and death; and a capsule description. These personal stories are 
illuminating and powerful, offering ways for readers to connect 
with and understand the past. Swartz writes from a feminist 
perspective, questioning why these heroic figures went unsung 
and frequently even unmentioned while male heroes received 
praise and recognition. With one exception, she chose to focus 
on women who survived the war, and her personal connection 
becomes poignantly clear in the final chapter about her mother 
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and aunt, Regina Zlotnik Silberstein and Ruth Zlotnik Altman, 
Holocaust survivors who were active in the resistance in Warsaw.

Phenomenally done and more necessary than ever. 
(author’s note, timeline, map, glossary, suggested reading) 
(Nonfiction. 12-18)

ELLE(S)
The New Girl
Toussaint, Kid
Illus. by Aveline Stokart
Trans. by Montana Kane
Ablaze (94 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-1-68497-093-3 
Series: Elle(s), 1 

A teen’s rapid switches in personality 
lead to greater mystery in this graphic 

novel translated from French.
New at school, Elle appears cool, stylish, and put together. 

Standing up to mean girls Justine and Safia, she quickly makes 
friends with spacey Linotte, steadfast Maëlys, girl-crazy Otis, 
and wisecracking Farid. But Elle’s stress levels build when her 
class presentation deadline is moved up two weeks and Otis 
kisses her, changing their friend dynamic. After a vicious vol-
leyball game, Elle suddenly changes personality, with each facet 
possessing its own hair color: the mysterious aquamarine narra-
tor, outgoing blond, highly emotional brown, silent green, and 
goofy purple. While aesthetically pleasing and matching the 
color scheme, the varied hair colors lessen the impact of Elle’s 
personality reveal by making inner changes immediately obvi-
ous. With help from Maëlys, Elle investigates her childhood 
and history of strange mood swings. The artistic style fits the 
tone perfectly, with large expressive faces and soft outlines that 
match the detailed backgrounds. The atmospheric changes in 
color palette are subtle but highly effective in depicting Elle’s 
stress levels, adding to the tension. While Elle’s friends are 
mostly one-dimensional, their ongoing banter, support, and a 
fun Polaroid montage successfully sell their strong connection. 
The mysterious subplot and dramatic cliffhanger are gripping, 
setting up for the next entry. Elle, Linotte, and Otis present 
White; queer Farid is cued as Middle Eastern, and Maëlys is 
Asian.

Strong visuals bolster an intriguing mystery. (Graphic fiction. 
12-16)

THE MEMORY INDEX
Vaca, Julian R.
Thomas Nelson (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 9, 2022
978-0-840-70066-7 
Series: The Memory Index, 1 

A plague that distorts memory shifts 
the ways of the world.

It’s 1987, and it’s been almost a 
decade since Memory Killer swept the 
globe, fundamentally changing the way 

society operates due to its ability to leave large swaths of people 
without access to their own memories. Some, like foster kid 
Freya Izquierdo, are labeled degenerates due to their need to 
rely on artificial recall technology to fill in for the missing halves 
of their memories. Others are luckier, like ever curious Fletcher 
Cohen, who is a recollector—someone who only accesses arti-
ficial recall once a day to function. When Freya is invited to be 
a guinea pig for a new treatment at Tennessee boarding school 
Foxtail Academy as an alternative to getting sent to jail for tres-
passing as she investigated her father’s death, she has no choice 
but to accept. Freya finds there’s much more than meets the eye 
at her new school, and she joins forces with newfound friends 
Fletcher, Chase Hall, and Hoa “Ollie” Trang to unravel a cor-
porate conspiracy unfolding on campus. This central mystery 
is fun and engaging, evoking the spirit of ’80s action/adventure 
movies, and the characters are intriguing, their personal devel-
opment nearly as compelling as the main storyline. Freya is 
Mexican American, Ollie is Vietnamese American, and Chase 
and Fletcher read White.

Thrilling worldbuilding plus a creative tangle of mysteries 
mark this debut. (playlist, discussion questions) (Science fiction. 
12-18)

MADE 4 YOU
Walters, Eric
DCB (288 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sept. 20, 2022
978-1-77086-661-4  

The talented but strange new kid 
at school is more than he appears—and 
the target of more danger than anyone 
would guess. 

When Becky is assigned to show 
around Gene, a new student, he quickly 

imprints upon and follows her. He is awkwardly literal in con-
versations and stands out with his suit and briefcase, but he’s 
ripped and a quick study in many activities, including basket-
ball, academics, and playing saxophone. Becky eventually goes 
from teaching him to use more contractions in his speech to 
exchanging “I love you”s. Becky enjoys Gene’s massages and 
advanced study techniques, but he still has an air of mystery 
about him. Roughly halfway into the book, Gene’s secrets catch 
up to him, placing him and Becky in danger and on the run. The 

“Fun and engaging, evoking the spirit of 
’80s action/adventure movies.”

the memory index



1 4 8   |   1 5  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 2   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

transition from gentle school romance to suspenseful scrapes 
maintains the pace of a reluctant reader title that is half as long. 
The narrative depends heavily on readers being as interested in 
Gene as Becky is, as their conversations often revolve around 
his explaining a concept followed by her feeling tingles of love 
and awe at his powerful intellect. What starts with intrigue 
unfortunately ends in cheesy dialogue. Main characters seem to 
default to White.

An inconsistent fish-out-of-water high school romance 
with a twist. (Fiction. 12-18)

CASTE
The Origins of Our 
Discontents: Adapted for 
Young Adults
Wilkerson, Isabel
Delacorte (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 22, 2022
978-0-593-42794-1  

Adapted for teens from the 2020 
adult bestseller, this timely work urges 
readers to complicate conversations 

around American race and class divisions.
“What does racist mean in an era when even extremists won’t 

admit to it?” asks Wilkerson, who introduces readers to caste, 
“an artificial construction” not solely based on race or class but 
“a fixed and embedded ranking of human value.” In America, she 
writes, there’s a “shape-shifting, unspoken, race-based caste 
pyramid” persisting through generations. The parallels between 
caste and race are palpable throughout the book, though, Wilk-
erson writes, they “are neither synonymous nor mutually exclu-
sive.” Unlike race, which is a mutable social concept, and class, 
which can shift through luck and achievement, the author 
makes the case for caste as a permanent fixture which can be 
traced to the 1619 arrival of enslaved Africans in the Virginia 
Colony. Prior to defining caste rankings and outlining its eight 
pillars, Wilkerson draws comparisons between India and the 
United States, referencing the treatment of Adivasi and Native 
Americans, Dalits and African Americans. Additionally, the 
book provides provocative insights into America’s influence 
on Nazi Germany, whose researchers carefully studied U.S. race 
laws. Vignettes and memoir intertwine, illuminating the book’s 
arguments. With easy-to-digest storytelling and elaborate met-
aphors embedded in extensive research, Wilkerson challenges 
readers to resist validating any semblance of hierarchy and to 
refer to history as a pathway for eradicating its stronghold.

Compelling and accessible for a younger generation ener-
gized to build a better world. (index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

HOUSE OF YESTERDAY
Zargarpur, Deeba
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-0-374-38870-6  

Through anguish and grief, a 15-year-
old is determined to uncover the secrets 
haunting her Afghan Uzbek family.

What Sara knew, before everything 
changed, is now only a memory: “the 
present and past wrapped up so tight 

until there’s nothing left.” Bibi jan, her beloved maternal 
grandmother, has dementia. Madar and Padar, her parents, are 
separated and living apart. She’s estranged from Sam, her for-
mer best friend and neighbor, who is cued White. As a coping 
mechanism this summer before sophomore year, Sara counts 
the beads on her bracelet to help remember the past. Madar has 
roped her into taking photos for the family business, flipping 
houses. Their latest project is the dilapidated Sumner house, 
where an apparition of her Bibi jan as a young woman, sing-
ing and dancing, appears to Sara. Getting to the truth behind 
the house, the ghost, and her family’s history becomes her new 
obsession, alarming her friends and family, including an army 
of aunts and cousins, with her increasingly risky behavior. Is 
the house truly haunted, or have the sleepless nights and stress 
taken a toll? Set on a post-pandemic Long Island, the place the 
Amani family has called home since fleeing Afghanistan, this 
debut features rewarding character development and complex 
family dynamics centered in a revelatory cultural lens. Though 
Zargarpur depicts Sara’s unraveling with compassion, the stel-
lar prose is hampered by the haunted house mystery, which 
becomes tedious. 

A suspenseful, artfully written paranormal drama explor-
ing the ghosts of intergenerational trauma. (Fiction. 13-18)

“Compelling and accessible.”
caste
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LIFETIME TO LEGACY
A New Vision for 
Multigenerational 
Family Businesses
Anani, Nike
Hambone Publishing (242 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  June 21, 2022
978-1-922357-36-6

A consultant shares ways to unlock 
the potential of a family business.

Anani, co-founder of a consulting 
firm that serves African family businesses, wrote this debut guide 
to help family enterprises create enduring legacies. While she 
focuses primarily on firms based in Africa, her counsel should be 
broadly applicable to anyone who participates in a family busi-
ness. The author demonstrates a deep understanding of the spe-
cial challenges faced by family businesses, intentionally slanting 
the book toward “relational elements” rather than the opera-
tional side of company management. The volume covers a wide 
range of issues, including the role of the founder, generational 
attitudes, the unique aspects of running a family business, family 
dynamics, the importance of having a clear vision, and collabora-
tion. The key concepts discussed by Anani are a direct result of 
her consulting experience. For example, she notes that “business 
families should pursue evolutions,” not revolutions, “whereby 
siblings enjoy gradually increased power, authority, and influ-
ence over the family enterprise during the life of the founder.” 
She makes it clear that “the family has to come together and col-
lectively work together to co-create the enterprise of the future.” 
She delivers insights into both the reticence of the founder to let 
go and the desire of the next generation to be mentored. Espe-
cially intriguing is Anani’s discussion of the “secret sauce” of the 
family business, in which she highlights different types of capital, 
such as spiritual and societal, rather than just financial. Clarity of 
vision, mission, and values are also part of the secret sauce, writes 
the author. Her concentration on connection, collaboration, and 
communication throughout the book is an essential part of her 
comprehensive strategy for family business success. Anani refer-
ences several other works, excerpting material as appropriate, to 
support the useful advice she shares. A few chapters in the vol-
ume deal specifically with the African family business. While 
this material is most appropriate for African readers, it also pro-
vides an intriguing cultural overview of African families for oth-
ers. With an eye toward not just transition, but transformation, 
the author provides real strategic value.

Authoritative, compassionate counsel for family busi-
ness owners.
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PLACES I REMEMBER
Tales, Truths, Delights From 100 Countries
Lane, Lea
Illus. by Greg Correll
The Three Tomatoes Book Publishing (203 pp.)
$40.00  |  $26.95 paper  |  $14.95 e-book
Oct. 27, 2019
978-0-578-62510-2
978-0-578-59331-9 paper
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ROMANCING CHRISTMAS
Aster, Kate
Self (212 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Oct. 21, 2021
979-8-4916-6261-6

In this novel, a single mother and 
an itinerant military bachelor get to 
know each other during one eventful 
holiday season.

Ava is well aware that she lives next 
door to an unusually attractive Navy 
officer. She has never done more than 

wave at him in passing, and that’s fine, because she’s totally 
focused on caring for her young son, who has health problems. 
She cannot afford to get distracted by something as frivolous 
as a romance. But then one day, when she’s bringing her son, 
Nicholas, home from school, her handsome neighbor, Harris, 
is building a snowman in his yard. A meddling female friend 
knew what time Ava would be returning home with Nicholas 
and concocted a reason why she needed Harris to construct 
a snowman. As expected, the young boy is desperate to join 
the fun. All it takes is one conversation between Harris and 
Ava, and everything begins to change. When Nicholas goes 
to his father’s house for Christmas, Harris and Ava have the 
holiday break to enjoy each other’s company. It will be a quick 
tryst before Nicholas returns and Harris relocates for his next 
assignment. Though wildly attracted to each other, when they 
begin to connect on a deeper level, they realize all the reasons 
why their relationship can never work. Told alternately from 
Harris’ and Ava’s perspectives, the story pokes fun at how 
easy it is to create a romance simply by participating in trite 
activities during the holiday season. At the same time, Aster 
cleverly utilizes each of these tropes to strengthen Ava and 
Harris’ attachment to each other. From snowball fights and 
ice skating to decorating trees and baking Christmas treats, 
no holiday-season milestone is neglected. Despite the light-
hearted tone, the issues that Ava faces as the mother of an ill 
child are deep and complex, but the author handles them with 
grace and insight. Replete with witty banter, steamy sex scenes, 
and oodles of Christmas cheer, the book is engaging and com-
pulsively readable. Despite the story’s clichéd setup and a few 
cheesy lines, Aster’s openly formulaic approach helps the novel 
achieve exactly what it set out to do.  

A delightfully romantic tale that hits all the right Christ-
mas notes.

A good thriller has nearly univer-
sal appeal. One way suspense/thrill-
er authors (like Patricia Highsmith, 
Stephen King, Walter Tevis, or Stieg 
Larsson) boost storytelling appeal and 
staying power is by making their main 
characters—whether they’re heroes 
or villains—memorable. These Indie 
thrillers don’t stint on foreboding at-
mosphere and murder, but their big-
gest draws are their unforgettable leads. 

In Jazzed, Jill Dearman’s “tale 
tweaks the real-life story of child-killers Leopold and Loeb 
into a love story of two women set in a 
richly atmospheric panorama of New 
York in the Roaring ’20s, awhirl in high 
society, hothouse dorms, and uptown 
gin mills.” The setting is stylish, but 
the leads are the main attraction: “At 
its center are indelible portraits of the 
doomed lovers: Will, who’s incurably 
awkward and ardently besotted, and 
Dolly, whose glittering, teasing surface 
belies a hollow core.” 

A new police detective’s investigation of a murder takes 
him all the way to Russia. Richard Meredith’s fast-paced thrill-
er, Maskirovka, features a cast that is “intriguing, fresh, and 
flawed.” Det. Steve Nguyen, “a Vietnamese American Stanford 
Law dropout and Bruce Lee look-alike…[who] graduated from 
the University of California at Berkeley at the age of 20 [and]…
has trouble fitting in as a policeman,” is a sympathetic, layered 
character. The result is “a taut, timely, terrific thriller.”

Our reviewer’s description of Jacob M. Appel’s Shaving 
With Occam is, I think, all the enticement a reader needs: 

“The tale’s narrator is Henrietta Flor-
ence Van Duyn Brigander, aka Granny 
Flamingo, aka The Mad Bird Lady of 
East 14th Street. Born into a wealthy 
and well-connected, if quirky, old fam-
ily, she slipped into schizophrenia 
early on in life and has been on the 
streets or in psychiatric wards ever 
since. Now, someone in the mental ill-
ness ward at Mount Hebron hospital 
has been murdered. Henrietta is de-
termined to find the killer, especially because she was sweet 
on the victim, Big George Currier.” 

Karen Schechner is the president of Kirkus Indie. 

INDIE  |  Karen Schechner
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RELUCTANT SUCCUBUS AND 
OTHER TALES OF SACRILEGE
Berry, Tytus
Starkweather Imprints (118 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  April 25, 2022
978-0-578-29347-9

A debut collection offers macabre 
short stories set in Texas.

This volume’s first and lengthiest 
piece, “Reluctant Succubus,” takes place 
in Austin. The narrator is a man named 
Evan Phillips. Back in the 1990s, Evan 

and his friends used to love to go out drinking. No matter the 
occasion, they went to bars throughout the greater Austin area. 
One of Evan’s companions was Henry “Hal” Nilson. Hal liked 
downing alcohol, not for the taste but for the enjoyable effects. 
Then one day, Hal vanished without a trace. Twenty years later, 
Evan has settled down, and out of the blue he is contacted by the 
local police. A woman has signed a confession that she killed Hal. 
But judging by how young she looks, would that even be possible? 
As the police explain to Evan, “We were hoping you might be 
able to help us corroborate her story. Substantiate it. Or dismiss 
it.” In the second tale, “Phantom Limb,” a famous monster con-
fronts a tenured professor about the possibility of the creature 
having a soul. Perhaps there’s hope for some sort of salvation for 
the monster, who has “obviously done considerable thinking on 
these subjects.” In “Sad Potatoes,” a “half-wit” and skilled gar-
dener named Ben becomes a little too enamored with funerals. 
The consequences prove deadly. In the final tale, “The Definitive 
Act,” Eladio Segura’s well-planned suicide in the Rio Grande Val-
ley leads to a horrifying act by the young man’s girlfriend, Julie. 

All of Berry’s stories are linked by death, whether it comes 
from a character’s own hand or the brute force of someone who 
likes to grow potatoes. Descriptions throughout the narratives 
can be straightforward yet cruelly effective. Take, for instance, 
the graphic, bloody description of how the suicidal character 
in “The Definitive Act” wields a razor blade. As simple as the 
words are, the audience will find it hard to read them without 
a grimace. These are tales that are meant to plumb dark depths, 
and they certainly do so. But some stories take longer to get to 
the tough stuff. “Reluctant Succubus” manages to be gruesome, 
yet it chooses a scenic route in getting to the terror. The tale not 
only describes just how much the main characters like to party, 
but also delivers such extraneous details as Hal’s musical inter-
ests. The fact that Hal loves the band Ministry gets repeated. 
As Evan says, “Hal was a big Ministry fan.” Evan later recalls 
listening to the band in Hal’s car. The standout in the collection 
is “Phantom Limb.” Though it is the least bloody offering, it 
proves to be insightful and more than just a little bit eerie. The 
story’s monster is out and about in the world and he’s not happy. 
Like so many people, he has an existential “itch” he can’t seem 
to scratch. The narrative manages to explore such a fantastical 
concept without getting too silly. Taken together, the four sto-
ries will certainly make readers both ponder and squirm.    

Sometimes brutal, sometimes thoughtful, these gripping 
tales make a strong impression.

NOTHING SPECIAL
[The Mostly True, Sometimes 
Funny Tales of Two Sisters]
Bilyak, Dianne
Wesleyan University Press (208 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $18.95 paper  |  $11.99 e-book
March 1, 2022
978-0-8195-8028-3
978-0-8195-8029-0 paper

In this memoir, a writer chronicles 
her life growing up in a New England 

family that faced myriad challenges.
This heartfelt book by Pushcart Prize–nominated author 

and poet Bilyak was adapted from a series of personal essays 
on her experiences growing up with a sister with Down syn-
drome. Born in rural Connecticut in the mid-1960s just shy of 
one year apart, the author and her older sister, Christine, were 

“Irish twins.” Bilyak recounts that they were raised in a reli-
gious Polish family by a pretty, petite, “ubiquitous but periph-
eral” mother and a troubled, alcoholic father who became an 
award-winning chef. Early on, Chris began experiencing motor 
skills difficulties and was assessed by a local pediatrician who 
treated her as a subhuman “mongoloid idiot” best suited for life 
in an institution. Despite Chris’ Down syndrome diagnosis in 
1969, the sisters’ bonding rituals continued, and their enduring 
relationship jelled symbiotically. The author was a curious child, 
prone to creating inventive versions of the truth and snooping 
into others’ belongings. Her parents dealt with Chris’ disability 
poorly and with “a sense of loss for the future they’d assumed 
she’d have.” Chris, outgoing and friendly, favored odd rituals, 
petty theft, denial, and a love of Special Olympics events and 
gymnastics. Both sisters navigated their incremental ascents 
into adolescence with a smooth amalgam of awkward trepida-
tion and wide-eyed adventure. Fiercely loyal to each other yet 
playfully competitive, Bilyak and Chris were “two class clowns 
with a mafia streak—entertaining, unless you so much as look at 
us funny. Then, not only will we always defend each other, but 
we’ll stand together and find a way to make you pay.” Through-
out the author’s college years and in separate adult trajectories, 
the women remained close, loving unconditionally and learning 
valuable life lessons from each other. Chris’ eccentricities and 
foibles often delighted those around her, and these traits end 
up stealing the spotlight in this delightful and moving chronicle.

A selection for the Driftless Connecticut Series publication 
award program, the memoir urgently addresses issues surround-
ing familial disability, specifically growing up with the challenges 
of Down syndrome as a doting sibling. A generous selection of 
scrapbook snapshots sprinkled throughout give the book emo-
tional depth and lend a moving visual marker to Bilyak’s family 
heritage. The author’s readable prose flows swiftly and descrip-
tively through episodes ranging from ebullient moments with 
family and friends to poignantly sad ordeals of temporary sep-
arations and confusion. Bilyak’s flair for vivid language is evi-
dent right from the opening sequences, as when she describes 
Chris’ consistently “sleepy expression that offers a cryptic mix 
of faraway and immediate” and educates readers on what the 
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disability is really like in the volume’s intimate vignettes. The 
women’s experiences coalesce beautifully as adults celebrating 
their 50th birthdays a year apart, their sisterly bond a lifetime in 
the making, with both emerging stronger and more supportive 
of the other than ever. Readers will cheer these siblings along as 
they grow and mature into women whose complex individuality 
and uniqueness make their story that much sweeter.  

A warm account of supportive, loving sisterhood written 
with immense grace, humor, and heart.

BIKE RIDING IN KABUL
The Global Adventures of a 
Foreign Aid Practitioner
Bowman, Jamie
Boyle & Dalton (335 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Aug. 24, 2022
978-1-63337-634-2

In this memoir, a woman recounts her 
experiences as an international legal adviser 
in countries burdened by war and poverty.

Bowman spent 15 years working as a 
lawyer in the American mortgage industry but became disillu-
sioned by lending models that were increasingly not “ethical or 
sustainable.” As a result, she pivoted away from the comfort-
able predictability of her profession and took a job in Micro-
nesia, but she found her work unchallenging and island life far 
too leisurely. She fixed both problems with her next assignment: 
working for USAID in Pristina, Kosovo, writing mortgage 
laws, a much more adventurous post. There, she encountered 
a difficulty that forms one of the central themes of her remem-
brance—the tension between American and European pow-
ers trying to shape these post-conflict nations, one that often 
rose to the level of unabashed acrimony, astutely depicted by 
the author. The reflexive and even thoughtless criticism of 
the United States took such a toll on Bowman that she finally 
began to reconsider her new career. In response to suggestions 
that she had only just discovered America had detractors, she 
asserted: “No, I’ve known we’ve had critics. But I love my coun-
try and want other people to love it, too. Our countries are like 
our families. It’s fine for us to find fault with our own, but I don’t 
like it when other people feel free to criticize my family and 
expect me to agree and join in the condemnation.” Bowman 
thoughtfully recounts her experiences in Afghanistan, Ukraine, 
and Bangladesh, among others, furnishing perceptive commen-
tary on the various cultures and histories of these nations rav-
aged by war and impoverishment. She writes with great lucidity 
and a breezy, anecdotal charm and harbors no idealistic preten-
sions about the work she does, however important. And while 
not everyone will be seduced by detailed descriptions of mort-
gage laws, there is much more to this surprisingly candid mem-
oir, including danger and romance.

A splendid and intelligent recollection of an eventful 
law career.

MUSEUM OF THINGS
Poems
Chang, Liz
Manuscript (24 pp.) 

In this compact volume, poems are 
structured to resemble artifacts in a 
museum, with each piece focusing on an 
item significant to the author’s past.

Fusing together the experiences of 
a museum collection with an art exhibi-
tion, this journey explores miscellaneous 

pieces of Chang’s personal history, from “It’s a Lamp, Charlie 
Brown” and “On Jolly Holiday” to “Un-sippy Cup” (“Now my 
daughter drinks from the cup”). Although only featuring 12 
poems, the volume includes some powerhouse works. “She 
Couldn’t Quite Explain It/[It] Had Always Just Been There…,” 
which deals with resilience and transformation, works on mul-
tiple levels and exemplifies the author’s strength at not only 
telling a wisdom-filled story, but immersing readers in the viv-
idness of the narrative as well. Revolving around a mint green 
shelf that Chang and her lover plucked from the garbage while 
living in Manhattan, the poem reveals that the object—which 
was very much like the author (“defiantly wrong, / too loud and 
odd”)—outlived that relationship and made it through “five 
moves, / a marriage, and children.” The poem, while a forceful 
analogy, is made exponentially stronger by Chang’s descriptive 
prowess. As the piece begins, the author plunges readers into 
the time and place: “Wednesday mornings in the West Village 
/ trash trucks lumber up the narrow streets early enough / to 
sound like rebuke, their metal bodies screech / and seize, startle 
us from slumber. / No residents stir that early—only shopwork-
ers / blasting vomit from front stoops, scraping dogshit from 
the curb.” Masterful imagery coupled with insightful self-exam-
ination can be found throughout the collection. In “The Perfect 
Bathing Suit: A Forgery,” a one-piece suit that once transformed 
the poet into a Hollywood starlet is now a “pearly exoskeleton” 
that reminds her of a cicada shell clinging to a tree: “It is hard 
to believe that a warm, / living thing once smoothly filled this 
architecture. That she is gone.” Lastly, each piece is accom-
panied by a museum label, which brilliantly adds information 
and depth to the poem. For example, a label for “The Gift of 
Horseradish” says in part: “Artist Unknown, b. mid-20th cen-
tury….Poured glass bottle, embossed Pierre Smirnoff label in 
red, white and gold approx. 8” tall, 375ml capacity.”

A powerful and ingenious collection of personal artifacts—
and the associated memories—in poetry form.
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FALLEN STAR
A Return to Self Through the 
Eight Limbs of Yoga
Chanson, Molly
Illus. by Anne Chanson
Shanti Arts (222 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-956056-29-7

A debut memoir guides readers 
through yoga’s “eight limbs,” which con-
stitute a path to enlightenment.

Molly Chanson first learned to practice yoga at the age of 15 
through her mother and kept it up into college and adulthood, 
even as her children and family responsibilities limited her time. 
In the foreword, she reveals that she wrote this book in the 
midst of her divorce from her husband, who had been having an 
affair, and that yoga was the primary means through which she 
processed her emotions. The author does extrapolate on popu-
lar poses, such as Pigeon, Eagle, and Warrior, punctuated with 
Anne Chanson’s illustrations, as well as yoga’s primary tenets of 
nonviolence, nonexcess, and self-study, among others. But these 
serve more as supporting threads in the author’s examination of 
the highs and lows of her life. She recalls how her yoga practice 
often resulted in premonitionlike dreams and that realizations, 
like her husband’s affair, came to her in the midst of difficult 
poses. Yoga also helped her recognize her alcoholism, for which 
she sought therapy. Yoga here is not a cure-all but a means 
through which people can look inward. The author is refresh-
ingly frank about her insecurities, namely her body image and 
skills as a mother, her shame as a wife, and relapses. Yoga did 
not fix them but, rather, she writes that “my body already knew 
what I needed to do, though my rational mind couldn’t process 
it….I began to see myself with compassion.” Her marriage’s dis-
solution is devastating to read about. She presents vivid emo-
tional imagery as she weaves her practice into healing: “The 
practice of dharana can incite a shift in perception, so we turn 
our gaze away from the ever-traversed samskara in order to see 
an alternate view.…I glimpse that I may not need to mold and 
perfect myself in order to be worthy of love. I glimpse truth…I 
glimpse a moment of freedom.” She closes her moving story fit-
tingly, by going from yoga student to teacher.    

A poignant account of a woman’s journey to self-love 
through multiple poses.  

CONFLUENCE
Chilton, Gemma
Self (418 pp.) 
$17.33 paper  |  $6.87 e-book  |  Feb. 10, 2022
978-1-00-515025-9

In this debut novel, a man returns to 
his childhood home to unravel a vexing 
family mystery.

Australian journalist Chilton’s tale 
is a family-centric affair chronicling the 

life of Liam Murray, a city dweller from a small Aussie village 
who has lost his footing in the urban jungle. He attempts to fill 
the unhappy void with sleep, work, and, perhaps most danger-
ously and desperately, a torrid affair with Hannah, his married 
upstairs neighbor. Though tragic, the news of his mother’s sud-
den diagnosis of breast cancer spurs Liam to quit his dead-end 
job and move back to Elanora, his hometown. There, he feels 
most needed and wanted, though the memory of his father’s dis-
appearance two decades prior still haunts him. He was just a boy 
when his father went fishing by himself and only the charred 
remains of his boat returned. Reuniting with childhood friends 
and caring for his mother (who’s started seriously dating again) 
fill his days at home, while memories of fishing and oyster hunt-
ing with his father permeate his mind. Stubbornly overwhelmed 
by open emotional wounds, Liam determinedly resolves to dig 
deeper into why his father disappeared. Was he depressed and 
suicidal when the family lost its second child, Annie, in the 
womb? What starts as a ransacking of his father’s old shed soon 
turns serious, and dark, personal secrets and a messy, hidden life 
are uncovered. If the story meanders a bit too leisurely for some 
readers, Chilton’s vibrant and smoothly lyrical prose more than 
makes up for a rather slack plot. Her consistent use of similes 
is also an appealing and effective touch: Female workers rush-
ing through city streets on their ways to work have high heels 
sounding “like the start of rain,” and Liam’s childhood bedroom 
gives him an unsettling feeling, “as if it was he who had disap-
peared without a trace as a child, not his father.” Determined to 
live unencumbered by the past, Chilton’s characters yearn for 
love, understanding, and some semblance of a resolution. Com-
bining lush details of the Australian landscape with players who 
draw readers in with humble hearts, this is a stirring first novel.

A gentle, engaging, and heartfelt tale of family secrets and 
emotional closure.

JACQUES VILLEGLÉ AND THE 
STREETS OF PARIS
Conrad III, Barnaby
Inkshares (276 pp.) 
$80.00  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-950301-37-9

A biography presents a detailed look at 
a French artist best known for his collages.

Jacques Villeglé was born in Brittany 
in 1926. He lived in Nantes during the Nazi occupation, and, after 
the Liberation in 1944, he moved to Paris. In that city, he liked 
to roam like a flâneur. His walks turned into a search for some-
thing special: posters. Villeglé developed a style in which he tore 
posters from the streets and rearranged them into something 
new. His works are full of fragments, letters, and sometimes clear 
images. They are often named for the streets where the post-
ers were found. The materials were culled from advertisements, 
political proclamations, and anything else put up for Parisians 
to see. The book is filled with color photographs of the results, 
though it is not just about Villeglé’s art. Much is written about 
his life as well as the time in which he became an artist. He was 
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“Chilton’s novel combines lush details of the Australian landscape 
with players who draw readers in with humble hearts.”

confluence
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well acquainted with individuals like Yves Klein and Raymond 
Hains. Villeglé was in Paris when the American artists Jasper 
Johns and Robert Rauschenberg came there in the 1960s. The 
volume, which includes historical photos, follows Villeglé’s life 
into the modern day. Conrad creates an intimate feel by often 
quoting directly from conversations he had with Villeglé, who 
died in June 2022 in Paris. Villeglé recalled signing a manifesto 
as part of the newly formed Nouveaux Réalistes art movement 
with other artists: “I had some misgivings about the whole thing.” 
With high-quality images, the engrossing book also allows close 
inspection of the art itself. In Rue de Vaugirard (Bas-Meudon), from 
1991, a vivid mix of numbers, French words, and torn images of 
people, there is much to uncover simply by looking carefully. But 
some chapters delve into the mundane. For instance, the author 
explains how, when Villeglé was in San Francisco, he drove the 
artist to “the Palace of the Legion of Honor, a museum built in 
the 1920’s, which is a replica of the Palais de la Legion d’Honneur 
in Paris.” The anecdote does not yield much intriguing informa-
tion. Despite such lulls, the volume proves to be an indispensable 
resource. Even though Villeglé is not a household name, his work 
and life are skillfully explored here.

A thorough, engaging, and personal survey of an oft-
neglected 20th-century artist.

ROCKET RED
A Little Ant With a Big Dream
DaVeiga, Cheryl & Dave Gibson
Illus. by Remesh Ram
Waterhole Productions (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-73639-515-8
978-1-73639-514-1 paper

A rocker ant gets his chance to shine—and bring his music 
beyond the colony—in this insect-centered picture book about 
following a dream.

Red and the Lucky Bug Band dream of being famous, but 
Red’s mom, Queenie, doesn’t think their music will help the 
colony. “Mom, can’t you see how music feeds my heart and soul?” 
Red pleads. Queenie, more concerned with literal food, sends 
Red off to help haul a dropped burger. Before Red can reach it, 
though, he’s nearly stepped on! Even after Red makes his voice 
heard, the human dismisses him as just an ant—until the man 
spies Red’s guitar. With the help of his band and his friends to 
increase his volume, Red shares his music with the humans, and 
they pledge to invite the ants to future gatherings. The familiar 
plot structure mirrors other tales of misunderstood dreamers; 
e.g., Dr. Seuss’ Horton Hears a Who (1954). DaVeiga and Gibson’s 
puns steal the show, including Red’s favorite band, the Beetles, 
who play the song “Help!” Ram’s cartoon illustrations set a play-
ful tone, giving the insects long hair to reflect their rocker sensi-
bilities. The choice to give the human’s shoes eyes and a face as 
well is odd but doesn’t interfere with the story. Endnotes provide 
ant facts.

A charming, easy tale about making yourself heard.

MY NAME IS APPLE
Dawson, Jenelyn Q.
FriesenPress (22 pp.) 
$18.49  |  $7.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
June 27, 2022
978-1-03-911036-6
978-1-03-911035-9 paper
978-1-03-911037-3 e-book

An apple tree describes how it grows and brings humans 
together in this debut rhyming picture book.

In the twilight, a brown-skinned, curly-haired child and 
a pig tend to a sapling by lamplight, and the tree introduces 
itself: “I start as a tiny, little seed.” Helped by “sun and rain,” 
the sapling takes root, and it quickly grows as seasons pass. The 
huge tree blooms, benefiting pollinators, and the child collects 
the fruit it produces. Finally, beneath the tree’s branches, the 
diverse local community gathers around a campfire, sharing 
apples with friends. End pages, directed at adults, discuss a say-
ing about apples, comparing them to the praise that parents 
shower on their children and how those words will be treasured. 
Dawson’s rhymes and scansion flow well throughout, and the 
large font and simple vocabulary make the story approach-
able for emergent readers. While the text offers few scientific 
details, the descriptions of the growth process and the idea that 
humans’ actions affect a sapling’s health reinforce the connec-
tion between people and trees. The uncredited illustrations 
vary in quality, from a beautiful painted cover and opening 
page to more cartoonish images that feature an apple wearing 
sunglasses and a hat. The juxtaposition of the two styles can be 
jarring, and the appearance at the campfire of the child who 
planted the sapling, having not aged at all while the tree has 
clearly matured, is an odd choice.

Emergent readers who love trees—and their fruit—should 
feel empowered by this tale’s message.

MERCY
Decker, K.C.
Camden Publishing (265 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $1.99 e-book  |  Feb. 21, 2020
978-1-7329645-2-5

A mentally ill woman meets the world’s 
hottest psychiatrist in this giddy romance.

Twenty-year-old Mercy Kavanaugh 
has been in and out of mental hospitals 
since she was abandoned in childhood 
by her parents. They were members of 

a religious sect who thought her violent hallucinations, which 
felt as if she was being skewered with nails and burned with 
acid, were caused by demonic possession. She and the rest of 
the psych ward are shaken up by the arrival of Dr. Travis Sutton, 
a new psychiatrist who, with his tousled hair, jeans, and muscle 
T-shirts, looks more like a Hugo Boss model than a shrink. Sut-
ton good-naturedly parries Mercy’s defensive snark and soon 
declares a breakthrough: She’s not suffering from paranoid 
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schizophrenia, as previously diagnosed, but from PTSD caused 
by the cultic abuse she suffered as a girl. He takes her off anti-
psychotics, reviving her libido, and applies his signature treat-
ment of cradling her in his arms and soothing her tears after she 
has nightmares. Coached by her gal pals, Mercy tries seducing 
Sutton with outrageous sex talk during their sessions and, to 
make him jealous, a flirtation with a male patient. As she stam-
pedes over Sutton’s weak protestations about transference and 
his medical license, passionate make-out sessions ensue with 
much groping and fondling. Alas, their love is threatened by 
federal regulations that will age her out of the hospital on her 
21st birthday and into a halfway house. Decker’s yarn features 
an ideal lover, a dreamboat who’s fascinated by every wrinkle 
of the hero’s psyche in addition to her body, set in a glamorized 
rendition of a mental health facility that’s full of good-looking 
patients who don’t even seem crazy, just oversexed. The author’s 
skillful prose plangently evokes Mercy’s loneliness and fear of 
abandonment in the novel’s opening. (“Following each return to 
the unit, each searing disappointment, I let go of a little more 
hope,” Mercy muses of her rejections by foster families. “Once I 
was all hollowed out, I understood that no one would save me.”) 
After Dr. Sexy perks her up, though, the writing takes on a sala-
cious energy and cheer. (He: “I have something for you.” She: “Is 
it a vibrator?”) Readers will root for Mercy’s campaign to under-
mine the psychiatric profession’s code of ethics.

A fizzy tale about an entirely inappropriate but entertain-
ing love affair.

MATTHEW FOX
Essential Writings on 
Creation Spirituality
Fox, Matthew
Ed. by Charles Burack
Orbis (272 pp.) 
$24.00 paper  |  $14.99 e-book
March 23, 2022
978-1-62698-455-4

A leader of a spiritual movement 
emphasizing creativity, holism, ecology, 

and feminism sounds off in this wide-ranging digest.
Fox, a major contemporary theorist of progressive spiritual-

ity, began his career as a Dominican priest but was expelled from 
the priesthood by the Vatican for deviating from Catholic doc-
trine. He went on to become an Episcopal priest and founded 
the University of Creation Spirituality. Burack’s volume gath-
ers excerpts from Fox’s many books and interviews in which he 
critiques traditional Christianity, which he views as excessively 
focused on original sin, the fall and redemption of man, private 
salvation, repression of passion, an “uber masculine and phal-
lic” patriarchal perspective, and a separation of spirituality from 
nature and the body. Challenging this orthodoxy, Fox proffers 
a “creation spirituality” that posits creativity as the organiz-
ing principle of the universe, which he sees as inherently good 
and steeped in “original blessing.” His creation spirituality is 
feminist, revering God the Mother; full of ecstatic passion and 

sensuality; intent on furthering social justice; warmly accept-
ing of the body; vigilant about protecting Mother Earth from 
ecological crises; and centered on “the Cosmic Christ,” who is 
immanent in all things. (Fox is known for his celebrations of 

“the Cosmic Mass,” a worship service that resembles a rave with 
dancing and light shows.) Fox grounds all of this in intellectually 
sophisticated but lucid and engaging discussions of medieval 
Catholic thinkers, like Thomas Aquinas and Hildegard of Bin-
gen, Native American and Eastern religions, and quantum phys-
ics, which, he contends, provides a scientific rationale for the 
mystical oneness of all being. Traditionalists may sometimes 
wince at his revisions of Catholic verities—“Holy Mary, mother 
of God, pray for us co-creators now and at the hour of our cre-
ativity” is his rendering of the Hail Mary prayer, which came to 
him during a vision quest—but his religious effusions have their 
own resonant grandeur. (“A new commandment has been given 
to us: thou shalt love your life with all your strength and energy, 
growing daily in appreciation of the joys of life; and you shall 
allow and aid where possible your neighbor to love his/hers and 
do the same, using common norms of justice to determine life’s 
priorities.”) Readers will find here a captivating introduction to 
Fox’s multifaceted ideas. 

A vibrant, sonorous, philosophically rich introduction to 
Fox’s teachings. 

VALENTINE TO FAITH
Foyt, Victoria
Sand Dollar Press (291 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  July 4, 2020
978-1-64786-455-2

A single mother revisits memories 
of her haunting past to prevent her teen 
daughter from committing to a terrible 
man in Foyt’s novel.

The book opens on Florida’s Sani-
bel Island in 1985, where Angel del 

Corazón lives with her daughter, Faith, who’s approaching her 
high school graduation. Angel has devoted the past 18 years to 
raising her child and ensuring she has both the grades and the 
finances to attend college. Faith has always lived up to expecta-
tions, but recently, she’s been lying about her whereabouts. The 
tension between mother and daughter comes to a head when 
Faith stumbles onto correspondence revealing that her father, 
Santiago—whom she’s never known—is not dead, as Angel 
had always claimed. As a result, Faith declares her distaste for 
her mother and her intention to reunite with her dad. Read-
ers learn through several flashbacks that Angel’s history with 
Santiago was rocky and violent; her decision to lie to Faith was 
based entirely on a desire to protect her. When Angel meets 
Faith’s new boyfriend, a controlling older man, she decides to 
come clean about her past to keep her daughter from making 
a mistake; she begins revealing her story through a series of let-
ters, but is she already too late to make a difference? Foyt’s story 
alternates between sections in 1985 Sanibel, told in the third 
person, and sections on Angel’s past decades earlier, narrated 
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“The story becomes insightful and compelling as the 
author delves deep into issues such as family dysfunction, 

abusive relationships, and self-doubt.”
valentine to faith
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by Angel herself. Interspersed are vignettes about mermaids 
and sea goddesses, related to myths and religious teachings that 
Angel learned in her youth. The novel gets off to a slow start, 
revealing key information slowly and sporadically. Eventually, 
though, the story becomes more insightful and compelling as 
the author delves deep into issues such as family dysfunction, 
abusive relationships, and self-doubt. However, as the author 
attempts to combine a coming-of-age tale with elements of 
romance, familial drama, and magical realism, it becomes need-
lessly complicated. Still, by the end, readers will be disarmed by 
the two endearing and fiercely loyal female leads.

An ambitious but uneven novel with strong-willed characters.

EPIC PERFORMANCE 
Lessons From 
100 Executives & 
Endurance Athletes on 
Reaching Your Peak
Gillette, Bryan
Amplify Publishing (248 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Aug. 16, 2022
978-1-63755-217-9

A debut business book offers advice 
from business leaders and athletes on 

achieving peak performance.
There is an elegant simplicity to this work that belies its 

depth. Beneath the surface of what seems to be a straightfor-
ward guide relying on an acronym is rich content deserving of 
serious consideration. Gillette’s own intriguing experiences 
as an endurance athlete, coupled with words of wisdom from 
over 100 fascinating people, make for compelling reading. The 
author’s credentials as a past human resources professional and 
current performance coach add to the volume’s veracity. The 
book is divided into five “pillars,” four of which are represented 
by the acronym EPIC (“Envision, Plan, Iterate, Collaborate”); 
the fifth one is “Perform.” Each pillar is succinctly summarized 
at the beginning by Gillette, who also helpfully includes syn-
onyms, such as Dream and Conceptualize for Envision. Each pillar 
comprises three chapters, or “behaviors.” This structure clev-
erly provides continuity across the pillars, and it enhances the 
readability by breaking the text into manageable bites. Chap-
ters are equally consistent; each one starts with a relevant quota-
tion and ends with “Questions To Ask Yourself ” and “Exercises,” 
helping readers to engage with the material and maintain focus. 
The author often refers to his remarkable athletic challenges—
such as running races that were hundreds of miles—using them 
metaphorically to relate to personal and business leadership. 
These anecdotes are integrated with descriptions of business 
leaders’ challenges as well as their observations, all nicely fit-
ting into the appropriate pillar. The Iterate pillar is particularly 
absorbing because it focuses on “trying, failing, tweaking, and 
trying again until you get it more right and then moving on.” 
The counsel conveyed in this section is especially valuable, 
including “Practicing when it doesn’t matter pays dividends 
when it does matter”; “You get what you inspect, not what you 

expect”; and “Big problems are easy to see but hard to fix, while 
little problems are hard to see but easy to fix.” These are a few 
examples of the meaningful, memorable lines that frequently 
appear in the work and should resonate with any high achiever.

An outstanding performance playbook.

THE 2-HOUR 
COCKTAIL PARTY 
How To Build Big 
Relationships With 
Small Gatherings
Gray, Nick
Lioncrest Publishing (276 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  June 8, 2022
978-1-5445-3007-9

A debut guide offers a new strategy 
for meeting people and networking.

Gray admits at the beginning of his book about social gath-
erings that he doesn’t have the good fortune of being a natural 
extrovert. “In social situations, I sometimes felt overwhelmed 
and intimidated,” he writes. “My heart would race, and I’d stut-
ter or say something embarrassing.” Whether it was personal 
meetings or more business-oriented events, he found himself 
continuously out of step and disappointed. So he decided, as 
he puts it, to “bring the party to me” by hosting bashes in his 
home. Soon, he developed a way to “hack” a social life. He 
shares the parameters of that hack in these pages, laying out for 
readers what they should do in order to host truly wonderful 
parties. He insists these parties are not intended as networking 
events, but he also makes it clear that networking benefits will 
almost certainly result. “In the time it takes to watch a movie, 
you can improve your relationships with a room full of people,” 
he writes. “It is the most efficient and effective way I’ve found 
to strengthen many different connections.” In chapters clearly 
aimed at readers who share his initial social awkwardness, Gray 
explains the rules of these parties (including name tags for all 
attendees and clear starting—and stopping—times) and the 
burdens incumbent on the host, all the while providing exam-
ples of successful professionals who have adopted this method 
and seen positive results. “I created so many new connections,” 
enthuses Nagina Sethi Abdulla, founder of MasalaBody.com. “I 
also gained confidence that I’m adding value to my community.”

Gray strikes an effervescently positive tone throughout; his 
book is almost entirely free of the hard-line battlefield com-
mands that littered its predecessor from decades ago, How To 
Do It ( 1957) by the legendary party thrower Elsa Maxwell. But in 
both cases, the host is absolutely the key to the success or failure 
of the gathering that Gray calls a “structured cocktail party.” He 
paints a glowingly positive picture of how wonderful an experi-
ence those structured cocktail parties can be: “Two hours fly by. 
Now, new friends who didn’t know anyone when they arrived 
have met several interesting people whom they genuinely look 
forward to following up with.” (“I warmly usher people out,” he 
adds charmingly, “and some are surprised to get home before 
10:00 p.m.”) There’s a touchingly earnest element to the way the 
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author leaves nothing to chance. He devotes energetic atten-
tion to everything from handling RSVPs (don’t spam people) to 
managing the right mix of attendees and preparing the space for 
an influx of guests. He provides innumerable helpful hints and 

“party pro tips” for prospective hosts, everything from post-
ing little map directions on the stairs (“Almost there! You look 
great!”) to a wide array of possible icebreakers designed to get 
people talking and having fun. Anyone who has ever attended 
a networking event (or a dinner party) will fervently hope that 
Gray’s idea takes root and becomes universal.

An encouraging, upbeat, and useful call to host parties and 
make friends.

AIVAN
The One Truth
Green, Kayla E.
Emerald House Group (124 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  July 26, 2022
978-1-64960-136-0

Human kingdoms foment war as 
rival deities consolidate power in this 
fantasy novella.

Seventeen-year-old Rune Kallio lives 
in the northern kingdom of Kansanai. 

One day, she washes clothes by the river, singing songs to Jokaiu, 
the river god. Rune’s deepest desire is that during the Pairing 
Ceremony, Jokaiu will match her with Jyri Glycen, her beloved. 
But Adda, the teen’s 14-year-old sister, has a dream that the world 
will catch fire only for Rune to save it as “princess of the heavens.” 
Further, the dream nymphs whisper to Adda that Aivan, the 
mythological god representing “the One Truth,” will sponsor 
Rune’s ascent. Meanwhile, in the southern kingdom of Etal-
entin, 17-year-old Rolf Larsen heads to the local temple to 
pray to Vesai, one of the Vihishki gods. As he prays, he hears 
Aivan say that Vesai is a “false god” and that “I am not in the 
temple. I speak to you now through your heart.” Later, a vil-
lage Elder sends Rolf to the court of King Petri with a mes-
sage. When Master Alviss, the king’s adviser, learns that Rolf 
knows limited magic, he determines that the teen, if prop-
erly trained, will be the key to defending against the designs 
of Queen Isilda in the north. But Lord Paholai, a spirit who 
is Aivan’s opponent, plans to wield greed and power to sway 
Rune and Rolf to his plans. In this well-crafted series opener, 
Green offers a spiritual fantasy that hopes to illustrate the 
starkness of good versus evil. Yet many of the vivid scenes 
will remind history buffs of ancient Rome during Christi-
anity’s rise, as when a man called Kirkus says, “I challenge 
your Vihishki gods against my One Truth,” and demands 
the temples’ destruction despite the solace they bring to 
many people. During his training, Rolf is indoctrinated by 
the phrase “Love is nothing. Power is everything.” It’s note-
worthy that the intriguing protagonists are young enough 
to be swayed by such extreme viewpoints. Many important 
narrative choices are made once characters “Pray to Aivan 
for guidance.” Queen Isilda, learning that her clout is at risk, 

becomes the player with the most agency and provides the 
spark for the sequel. 

A smoothly written religious fantasy enlivened by fiery 
antagonists.

OUR LADY OF 
THE HIGHWAY 
Hartley, Hal
Elboro Press (316 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-73792-743-3

Rogue nuns and a psychic novice 
reinvigorate a failing convent in this 
comic novel.

Hartley’s rollicking yarn centers on 
Our Lady of the Highway, a run-down 
convent in a grim, industrial area of 

Brooklyn where the sisters have spent 347 years praying non-
stop in shifts for world peace. But with only three nuns left, 
the youngest being the 71-year-old Mother Superior, Sister 
Bernadette, their vigil will sputter out unless the parish priest 
can find new blood. Such materializes in the form of Sister 
Magdalena, who’s a fugitive thanks to righteous crimes, such 
as sinking a freighter full of weapons bound for a Venezuelan 
coup. She brings along Sisters Evelyn and Veronica, both with 
equally shady resumes. Taking over as Mother Superior, Mag-
dalena scandalizes Bernadette by starting a microbrewery to 
cater to Brooklyn hipsters. Meanwhile, the sisters fend off the 
machinations of a tycoon who wants to turn the convent into 
a sewage treatment plant. Further stirring the pot is Lola, a 
former insurance claims adjuster with psycho-kinetic powers 
that result in stopped clocks, shattered glass, or collapsing fire 
escapes when she gets upset. She joins the convent thinking it’s 
a calm place where she can’t hurt anyone. With a marketing plan 
of offering intercessory prayers for customers who buy beer 
and having Lola do pin-up posters in an off-the-shoulder habit, 
the convent does a boffo business and signs up dozens of new 
nuns—until the police, the FBI, and the National Guard come 
for Magdalena. Hartley, a celebrated indie film director, writes 
in a confidently cinematic style, filling the novel with quirky, 
sharply drawn characters; multiple viewpoints and flashbacks; 
exquisitely carved, imagistic vignettes—“Confident, preoccu-
pied, serious but smiling, Magdalena is uncomplicated, graceful 
and selfless even as she pauses to slip a handgun into her ankle 
boot”—and hilarious deadpan dialogue. (“Mother Superior, may 
I ask a question?” “Of course.” “Are you all wanted by the law?”) 
For all its farcical elements, the story is an inquisitive depic-
tion of the cloistered life, exploring its seething tensions and 
energetic discipline and taking seriously its commitments. (“In 
reality,” Bernadette muses, “God doesn’t make himself known 
to you except through the miracles of endurance and selfless-
ness.”) The result is an entertaining but thoughtful spoof.

A raucously funny yet heartfelt and illuminating tale of 
holy orders at their most chaotic.
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“Hartley writes in a confidently cinematic style, filling the 
novel with quirky, sharply drawn characters.”

our lady of the highway
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SCEPTER OF FLINT 
A Lord Hani Mystery
Holmes, N.L.
Self (384 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  July 17, 2020
978-1-73498-685-3

An ancient Egyptian sleuth investi-
gates murder and, worse, tomb robbery 
in this colorful period mystery. 

It’s 1343 B.C.E., and Egyptian diplo-
mat Amen-hotep, aka Lord Hani, gets 
the delicate assignment from his boss, 

Ptah-Mes, and the vizier, Aper-el himself, to investigate a series 
of robberies of noblemen’s tombs in his hometown of Waset. 
The robberies are rumored to involve a Mitannian foreigner 
with diplomatic immunity. These are heinous crimes warrant-
ing impalement, since the theft of the tombs’ foodstuffs, exqui-
site jewelry, and luxurious furniture has left the victims with 
nothing to eat, wear, or sit on in the afterlife. Complicating the 
case are the victims’ sketchy religious politics: They were all, 
like Hani, skeptics of King Akhenaten’s overthrow of Egypt’s 
polytheistic pantheon and establishment of the monotheistic 
worship of the sun god Aten. Further complicating matters are 
an outbreak of plague and the intrusions of the brutal police 
chief Mahu, an enemy of Hani’s who keeps showing up with 
his retinue of thugs and his snarling attack-baboon to interfere 
with the probe. Helping out Hani are his dwarf scribe and son-
in-law, Maya, who wants to work the case into an adventure 
story; his jovial dad, Mery-ra; his good-hearted, ne’er-do-well 
brother, Pipi; and his teenage daughter, Neferet, an apprentice 
physician at the king’s harem who handles the investigation’s 
toxicology. (She IDs one poison by mixing it with honey and 
feeding it to ants.) Amid epic voyages up and down the Nile, 
Hani unearths hidden murders and pursues a tangle of leads 
that could implicate the tomb artists, claimants for the Mitan-
nian throne, renegade priests of the old gods, the Egyptian army, 
or the king’s father-in-law. But before he can unravel the knot, 
another untimely death ends his official backing and exposes 
him to dangerous retaliation.

In this latest installment of her Lord Hani series, Holmes, 
an archaeologist, embroiders a detailed, atmospheric portrait 
of ancient Egyptian civilization, mores, and high fashion—per-
fumed wax cones affixed to one’s wig are de rigueur at dinner 
parties—embedded in a warm, naturalistic depiction of Hani’s 
life with his wife, Nub-nefer, and family. There’s plenty of exotic 
pageantry in the novel: “Hani thought of Nub-nefer marching 
along, singing hymns and shaking her sistrum rhythmically, her 
face alight with fervor…his brother-in-law, Amen-em-hut, in 
his starred leopard skin and jeweled sporran, proudly bearing 
the ram-headed standard of the god as the glittering procession 
passed from the Great Southern Temple back to the Ipet-isut”—
but humble domestic scenes are just as vivid. (“Nub-nefer was 
standing with her hands on her hips and her skirts tucked up 
while two naked servants carved the bloody carcass, packed it in 
salt, and prepared to hang strips on lines for smoking. The reek 
of blood and offal was horrific.”) Holmes renders this seemingly 

archaic society with subtlety and realism, rendering characters’ 
psychologies with sharp-eyed nuance. (Ptah-mes, a cool ironist 
who edges into depression, is especially magnetic.) Her deft 
prose skillfully conveys the Egyptian worldview—“How will the 
murderer keep a straight face at the Weighing of Hearts when 
he has to say, ‘I have not sinned in the Place of Truth; I have 
not caused tears; I have not killed; I haven’t taken milk from 
the mouths of children?’...He’s damned for sure, whoever he 
is”—while infusing it with noirish corruption and menace. (“I 
hear you have nice horses, Ptah-mes. Maybe we’ll have to slit 
them open to see if Talpu-sharri is hiding inside.”) The result is 
a captivating mix of old-fashioned lore and modern suspense. 

An entertaining whodunit set in a richly textured pan-
orama of the pharaonic world. 

THE SPACE PEN CLUB
Close Encounters of the 
5th Kind, UFO Disclosure, 
Consciousness & Other 
Mind Zoomers
Keller, Martin
Calumet Editions (370 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  June 5, 2021
978-1-950743-55-1

A nonfiction account of an unruly, 
largely civilian-based group of inves-

tigators, activists, and misfits who pushed for government 
disclosure of the existence of extraterrestrial intelligences 
visiting Earth.

In this book’s early sections, public relations specialist Keller 
describes his background as a journalist covering the Minneapo-
lis music scene (and yes, Prince does make a cameo). In the early 
1990s, he decided to change lanes and try to sell a magazine article 
about advocates urging government officials to reveal “the Truth” 
about UFOs—one that had been kept hidden ever since the 
alleged crash of alien craft in Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947. The 
effort consumed Keller, who came to believe that he witnessed 
an alien presence in his North Dakota bedroom when he was a 
boy; he awakened, he says, to the sight of a red “cherry bomb”–
like sphere, which he later interpreted to have been some kind of 
diagnostic tool. Keller immersed himself in the UFO–enthusiast 
underground, connecting with the charismatic Dr. Steven Greer 
of the Center for the Study of Extraterrestrial Intelligence—an 
organization that believed humans could productively commu-
nicate with enigmatic, basically benevolent alien visitors using 
meditation, lights, and sound. Although Keller’s future wife 
feared that he might be joining a cult, the writer started work-
ing for CSETI in a public relations capacity, which brought him 
into the orbit of Washington, D.C., insiders, astronauts, shamans, 
and many other figures. Along the way, mainstream media started 
taking UFO–sighting claims—and secret government/military 
involvement in them—seriously, perhaps initially inspired by the 
popularity of the Fox TV show The X-Files.

In these pages, Keller clearly expresses his anger with both 
UFO skeptics and overboard conspiracy theorists, noting that 
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many people in the ufology field seem to suspect everyone 
else of being CIA spies. He also reveals how conferencegoers 
endlessly promise “disclosure”—someone in the government 
admitting to the reality of space aliens—but never follow 
through with providing it. Overall, this enjoyable account free-
associates through its colorful narrative in a manner that may, 
for some readers, call to mind the style of fellow Minnesotan 
Garrison Keillor (who also makes a cameo in these pages). At 
the same time, Keller’s narrative voice is effectively reminiscent 
of the style of the late Hunter S. Thompson—particularly his 
novel Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971), as both books cen-
ter on smart, savvy individuals grappling intellectually with 
extraordinary, otherworldly stuff that they just can’t shrug off. 
Keller’s story is loosely framed by fondly expressed flashbacks 
of a college Space Pen Club, a jejune campus group known for 
Dadaist stunts and named for a popular writing gadget. He 
particularly details his dissatisfaction with mainstream media, 
especially CBS News, which he asserts is either inept or collud-
ing in UFO coverups; however, he does give props to a 1990s 
Fox show called Sightings. Early on, Keller also reveals that he 
initially shunned another key UFO pop-culture touchstone—
Whitley Strieber’s popular alien-abduction memoir, Commu-
nion (1987)—because he didn’t like the movie version. 

A snappy UFO memoir-tapestry from a music 
journalist-turned-publicist. 

AMERICA’S NATIONAL 
TREASURES
Biographical Sketches of 
the United States Military 
Personnel Killed in Action on 
the Deadliest Day of 
the Vietnam War—January 
31, 1968
Kelley, Rodney L.
Self (262 pp.) 
$15.00  |  $10.00 paper  |  $8.00 e-book
Jan. 22, 2022
979-8-4066-6014-0
979-8-4048-4251-7 paper

A collection of brief biographical vignettes commemorates 
all of the American soldiers who died on the first day of the Tet 
Offensive during the Vietnam War.

According to Kelley, the rapidly accumulating historical 
scholarship on the Vietnam War has failed to highlight the 
personal sacrifices made by the soldiers who died during it, a 
dismal oversight. “Over the decades, historians shaped our 
understanding of the war’s military strategy and tactics,” he 
asserts. “However, this legacy of the war diminishes a grasp of 
the lives impacted by the tragedy of conflict. The extent of our 
collective memories of the fallen often is a list on a monument.” 
In order to correct this problem, the author here assembles a 
series of short biographies honoring each of the American sol-
diers who died on Jan. 31, 1968, the first day of the infamous 
Tet Offensive, one of the deadliest moments of the war. This 

is no inconsiderable feat of research—Kelley presents 247 por-
traits, each which includes some general biographical informa-
tion, an account of the circumstances of the soldier’s service 
and death, and, in most cases, a photograph, if not of the ser-
viceman, then of his family or headstone. In one remarkable 
case—that of Fredrick Martin Kittle, an Air Force captain—the 
author reproduces photos found on the soldier’s camera of the 
attack that took his life. While the information is presented 
in the spirit of journalistic objectivity, the accounts are heart-
breakingly sad, especially the depictions of soldiers who died 
leaving behind families, like Robert Beryl Stafford, who had 
a wife and four children. Kelley served in Vietnam during the 
war, and his profound respect for his fellow servicemen is mov-
ingly evident with each biography. His prose is plainly unliterary 
and foursquarely lucid—this is an encyclopedic document and 
not a poetically nostalgic one. He prudently allows the accom-
plishments of the soldiers to speak for themselves. Most read-
ers likely won’t have the necessary discipline to read so many 
accounts consecutively, but there is no need to—this book is a 
valuable resource for those researching the war and those look-
ing for a poignant reminder of its human costs.

An affecting biographical work about Vietnam War sol-
diers that’s meticulously researched.

TYPO AND SKIM 
Klárová, Barbora & Tomáš 
Končinský
Illus. by Daniel Špaček
Trans. by Andrew Oakland
Designed by Petr Štěpán
Val de Grace (120 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 11, 2022
979-8-9858-7871-4

In this physics-themed fantasy, an 
elf ’s quest to prevent entropy has unintended consequences. 

What is entropy, and what would happen without it? Origi-
nally published in the Czech Republic, this new U.S. edition 
of co-authors Klárová and Končinský’s book (translated by 
Oakland) is a don’t-miss for science-minded middle schoolers. 
Set in a wildly inventive world, “entropic elves,” invisible to 
humans, create disorder and chaos. The book’s lively, relatable 
narrator, Typo, a young elf in third grade at the Primary School 
for Aging Things, speaks directly to readers, explaining that all 
things inevitably become older, damaged, or lost thanks to the 
work of the entropic elves. (And today’s built-in obsolescence, 
he enthuses, is a golden age for the elves: “never before has 
aging occurred at such speed.”) Typo’s specialty is mistakes in 
published works. His best friend Skim excels at cocoa spilling 
(one page of the text in Štěpán’s inspired book design features 
a realistic cocoa stain). Typo considered entropy to be the elves’ 
noble calling, he says, until the day his faith was shaken: Dur-
ing a field trip to a human bakery, his creative misspelling of a 
little girl’s name on her birthday cake made her cry. Within the 
authors’ clever, informational framework, faintly reminiscent 
of The Phantom Tollbooth (1961), Typo recounts how he set out, 

“The book is a valuable resource for those researching the Vietnam 
War and those looking for a poignant reminder of its human costs.”

america’s  national treasures
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with a talking dung beetle as his guide, to find entropy’s mas-
ter, the legendary Cog of Time, and stop the process of aging 
and disorder. Špaček’s illustrations encompass witty, full-page, 
full-color imaginings of the elves’ busy, messy world and cartoon 
renderings, in color and black and white, of the characters, their 
gadgetry, and more, on text pages. With various font sizes for 
emphasis and eccentric juxtapositions of text, illustrations, and 
chapter titles in large, transparent blue letters, Štěpán’s design 
adds to the book’s delights.

Imagination soars in this smart, humorous, visually capti-
vating approach to a scientific concept. 

THE ISAIAH FOUNTAIN CASE
Outrage and Jim Crow 
Justice on Maryland’s 
Eastern Shore
Koper, Joseph
Secant Publishing (308 pp.) 
$26.95  |  $8.99 e-book  |  Sept. 15, 2022
978-1-7359957-9-3
979-8-9851489-0-9 paper
979-8-9851489-1-6 e-book

A nonfiction book examines a mis-
carriage of justice that resulted in the execution of a Black man 
in Jim Crow–era Maryland.

Isaiah Fountain, a Black resident of Talbot County, Mary-
land, narrowly avoided being lynched by a local mob after he 
was charged in April 1919 with raping a 14-year-old White girl 
named Bertha Simpson. But the hangman’s noose caught up 
with him 15 months later, the culmination of an appalling mis-
carriage of Jim Crow justice on Maryland’s Eastern Shore that 
made him what Koper calls the “second victim” of the assault 
on Simpson. “Even having a solid and compelling alibi provided 
by three prominent and disinterested White citizens wasn’t 
enough to overcome the pervasive Jim Crow sentiment of the 
time,” the author observes in a book that provides a coherent 
and detailed picture of the case based largely on newspaper 
accounts. In the Jim Crow South, nothing was more likely to 
ignite White rage than allegations of a sexual assault of a White 
girl or woman by a Black man, as the cases of Emmett Till and 
the Scottsboro Boys graphically show. Fountain’s alibi put him 
in the town of Easton, where he had been looking for his wife, 
at the time Simpson was assaulted about seven miles away in the 
underbrush beside a rural road. The county sheriff appears to 
have concluded that Fountain’s horse and buggy had not been 
at the crime scene and he was, therefore, not the assailant. But 
none of that mattered to State’s Attorney Charles Butler or 
the judge, William Adkins, who presided over a trial in which 
the outcome was preordained, with the jury returning a guilty 
verdict in nine minutes. That verdict was overturned on appeal, 
but a three-judge panel convicted Fountain in the retrial, shock-
ingly fabricating its own timeline so that he “had the opportu-
nity to commit the crime after all.” The book lacks the color 
and character development that would really bring the material 
alive. But Koper’s dogged dissection of the record includes the 

“lost” diary of a 16-year-old girl—“At 3:13 this morning…Fountain 
was hanged in Easton,” she wrote—and he leaves no doubt that 
the defendant “was denied the justice he deserved.” 

This rigorous account clearly shows that Isaiah Fountain 
suffered a fate he didn’t deserve.

PLACES I REMEMBER 
Tales, Truths, Delights 
From 100 Countries
Lane, Lea
Illus. by Greg Correll
The Three Tomatoes Book Publishing 
(203 pp.) 
$40.00  |  $26.95 paper  |  $14.95 e-book
Oct. 27, 2019
978-0-578-62510-2
978-0-578-59331-9 paper

A seasoned traveler shares memories of her adventures on 
seven continents in this memoir.

American travel writer Lane’s first travel overseas was in 
1965 for her honeymoon, when she and her then-husband trav-
eled from the United States through Europe. In the ensuing 
decades, she lived in London, Bangkok, and Manila and began 
writing for such venues as the New York Times and HuffPost. 
Her desire to be her definition of a traveler (“tourists do what 
makes them comfortable. Travelers seek discovery”) took 
her to more than 100 countries over the course of 50 years. 
Proceeding alphabetically, beginning with Andorra and end-
ing with Zimbabwe, Lane shares an array of memories tied to 
specific locales. The author describes being mugged in Barce-
lona, when she instinctively tried to wrestle her handbag back 
from her assailant—an unsettling event that was mitigated by 
an “idyllic” picnic in Andorra the following day. Lane also dis-
cusses reviewing hotels in Russia after perestroika and taking a 
river cruise from St. Petersburg to Moscow. In far-flung Mada-
gascar, she says, she realized her lifelong dream of photograph-
ing lemurs in the wild. The author also turns her attention to 
the United States, celebrating the beauty of Antelope Canyon, 
Arizona, pondering her most treasured experiences, and list-
ing the five states she has yet to visit. Lane stresses that this 
isn’t intended as a guidebook but rather a record of how she 
perceived the world through decades of voyaging. Charming 
watercolor illustrations by Correll, which are based on Lane’s 
photographic travel archive, complement her memories.

This is a beautifully balanced memoir that packs a wealth of 
personal experience into a comparatively short book. Lane cap-
tures the atmosphere of each location with swift and evocative 
precision, as when describing a street in Cairo: “Vendors sell 
tissue on the dusty streets for drivers who blow their noses and 
wipe their sweaty faces, then toss the tissues out the windows. 
The snotty papers swirl like huge snowflakes as cars pass on 
the hot pavement.” The author also offers laconic yet thought-
ful commentary throughout, as when describing the historic 
Mostar Bridge in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which was destroyed 
then rebuilt following the Croat-Bosniak War in the 1990s: 
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“Time heals. But history warns.” The unconventional but fun 
A-to-Z format allows the reader to work through it from cover 
to cover or to dip in at any point for travel inspiration. Read-
ers concerned that this format might make for a fragmented 
memoir in which they never truly get to know the author need 
not worry. She avoids dry reportage and offers candid snippets 
about her personal life and travel partners: “I was traveling for 
the first time with an elegant man whom I was seriously dat-
ing, and I wanted to make a good impression.” Correll’s striking 
works offer a color palette that leans toward blues and greens, 
and they make this cleverly conceived and satisfying voyage of 
escapism all the more vivid. 

Lane’s sharply observant yet intimate writing will trans-
port readers to places all over the world. 

FOREVER SHERIFF
The High Mountain 
Sheriff Series
Massey, Edward
Five Star (331 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 18, 2022
978-1-4328-9230-2

A young lawman comes of age in a 
changing West in this third installment of 
the High Mountain Sheriff fiction series.

Summit County, Utah, 1905. When 
18-year-old Mark Willford Simms is sworn in as deputy sheriff, 
he’s following a family tradition. His father, John, is the current 
sheriff, and his grandfather was sheriff before that. There’s a 
shooting on Mark’s very first day on the job. A new ranch hand 
in the area, Tom Hixson, shoots a boy working for a local cattle 
company owned by members of the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints. Mark soon suspects that one of the local 
ranchers has set up a meatpacking business in order to hide the 
fact that he’s rustling cows, and Hixson is at the center of the 
operation. Years later, when Hixson drowns under mysterious 
circumstances, Mark can’t help but wonder if there isn’t more 
to the story. By this point, World War I has come and gone, and 
Summit County is plagued by more than the meatpackers and 
their muscle: The nation is in the grip of the Spanish flu. Mark, 
who has ascended to sheriff following the death of his father, is 
tasked with leading the county through quarantines and elec-
tions. Soon, he’s also got a murderer to bring to justice. All of 
this gets him thinking: Just how long will Summit County need 
a Simms to enforce the law? Massey’s prose is as stoic as his char-
acters, as in this description of the town’s longtime liveryman-
turned-mechanic: “Old Seth Parker had gone from fixing wagon 
axles and feeding horses to fixing transmissions and selling gaso-
line. Like all men in the community, he went about it without 
comment. When he decided to learn something new, he made 
no show of it. He made every effort to hide it. Something sin-
ful lay at the center of being imperfect.” The novel spans two 
decades, and more than any particular conflict, its focus is on 
the closing of a certain period in the history of the Old West. 
Fans of the genre will enjoy the pensive precision of the author’s 

coming-of-age tale as well as its echoes of modern tensions in 
the spheres of law enforcement and pandemic management.

A slow-burning, engrossing, quietly philosophical Western.

ABIGAIL’S DRAGONS 
Matthews, Patrick
Second Story Up (308 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $11.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
July 1, 2022
978-1-73307-777-4
978-1-73307-776-7 paper

From Matthews, a group of young 
teens must work together to escape fairy 
captors and control their own burgeon-
ing powers.

Thirteen-year-old Abigail has spent the last two years shut 
up in a cave. She has a magical force growing inside of her, a 
gallu draig that affords her the ability to both heal and put oth-
ers into comalike sleep. But if the gallu draig isn’t drained peri-
odically, it will turn Abigail into a monster. Or so Abigail has 
been told by the tiny fae man who guards her. That is why she 
endures her lonely life, working to protect six other “sleepers.” 
Abigail believes the fae are searching for a cure. But when two 
of her charges are taken away, their gallu draig having supposedly 
claimed them while Abigail herself was sleeping, her doubts 
turn to certainty. She and the others are being held captive! 
Abigail revives the remaining sleepers: Dwayne, Jeff, Meili, and 
Luca. At first they are hostile, holding Abigail to blame for her 
complicity in their imprisonment. But Abigail’s knowledge and 
healing powers help them to escape...as does the destructive 
force unleashed when Meili turns into a dragon! Can Abigail 
and her companions stay free from their fae pursuers and ward 
off their own transformations? Matthews writes in the third 
person from Abigail’s perspective, delivering realistic dialogue 
and a well-constructed storyline. The fantastical elements are 
fresh, and the relationships among the teens feel authentic. 
Abigail and the other sleepers are accepting yet temperamen-
tal, good-hearted but self-absorbed, brash though insecure. 
The cast is diverse—Dwayne is Black, Meili is Chinese, Luca 
is Latine, and Abigail and Jeff, who is deaf, are White. The plot, 
while never slow, gains traction as it unfolds and carries some 
genuine surprises. Abigail’s story is the second in a series but is 
more or less entirely self-contained, requiring no knowledge of 
the first book. Middle-grade readers (and above) will immerse 
themselves in the adventure.

A serious, exciting coming-of-age fantasy.
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“The fantastical elements are fresh, and the 
relationships among the teens feel authentic.”

abigail’s  dragons



1 6 2   |   1 5  s e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 2   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

BEYOND THE BACK ROW
The Breakthrough Potential 
of Digital Live Entertainment 
and Arts
McCarthy, Jim
Houndstooth Press (156 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $6.99 e-book  |  July 19, 2022
978-1-5445-3107-6

Lessons from Covid-19 reveal 
new possibilities—and a future—for 
streamed events.

McCarthy, a former CEO of Goldstar and current CEO 
of the hybrid live-event platform Stellar, dramatically frames 
live entertainment as operating under a “Business Model of 
the Damned” that is hamstrung by the limitations of capacity 
and stuck with “high fixed costs and low variable costs.” When 
Covid-19 hit in 2020, livestreaming was how plays, operas, musi-
cals, etc., reached housebound audiences, and this new approach 
to the stage seems not only poised to stay, but to become the 
future of live entertainment. Livestreaming offers: a solution 
to the problems of limited space and seating, new ways to 
stage events, cost-cutting tools, show-development opportu-
nities, and a chance to expand audiences. McCarthy describes 
the technology behind livestreaming and explains how hybrid 
events (which have both an in-person audience and an online 
component) work for various types of productions. Quick to 
dispel the notion of streaming events as merely “Zoom events,” 
the author shows how, with the proper planning, a good inter-
net connection, and an eye toward production values specifi-
cally for the screen, one can offer hybrid or livestream events 
for any venue. McCarthy was on the ground in the industry 
as Covid hit, and he brings enthusiasm and experience to his 
book (“With online events, you’re looking for a customer that’s 
more enthusiastic about the content itself. A good cocktail and 
a summer night don’t sell tickets to online shows. That’s how 
you draw casual fans to in-person events, but it doesn’t work for 
online events”). The guide lays out its most important points 
in clear, bulleted lists, and the outlines, budgets, and examples 
scale to events of all sizes.

An approachable, informed introduction to improving 
online events. 

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE 
TO SUCCESSFUL 
JOB INTERVIEWING
Miller, M.L.
Ethical Recruiters DBA SoaringME 
(117 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $19.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
April 16, 2022
978-1-956874-09-9
978-1-956874-07-5 paper

A manual offers a comprehensive set 
of tips for improving job interview performance.

In these pages, Miller draws on his own decades of expe-
rience in “talent acquisition” in order to dispel the mysteries 
surrounding the hiring process in the hope of increasing the 
chances that his readers will land their dream jobs or desired 
promotions. According to the author, some 80% of professional 
turnovers result from faulty hiring practices, with either the 
employer asking the wrong questions or the applicant giving the 
incorrect answers. The book’s chapters are short and filled with 
bulleted points, with each one concluding with a summary—all 
designed for quick and easy access by job aspirants daunted by 
the sometimes murky but crucial hiring process. (Most people 
change jobs many times in their lives.) Miller coaches his read-
ers to do a large amount of research on their target jobs, listen 
carefully to every part of each question, and practice possible 
answers ahead of time. These answers “should be concise and 
relevant to the questions asked,” he writes, “but always con-
necting you to the ideal profile.” The author has interviewed 
thousands of job applicants, and the calm confidence of all that 
experience comes through clearly on every page of his manual. 
His insights and advice are always no-nonsense and straight to 
the point. “Do not bring up other candidates,” he warns. “Have 
a compelling, succinct explanation of why a business needs your 
services.” He provides a valuable backstage look by explain-
ing why employers ask many of the kinds of questions they do 
in interviews, well-known gambits like “What is your biggest 
achievement?” He also cautions readers against making the 
most common mistakes—such as lying about their experience. 

“Being dishonest is the fastest and most sure-fire way to guar-
antee that you don’t get the job,” Miller writes. Job seekers will 
find a great trove of valuable, levelheaded advice in these pages.

A sweeping and sharp-eyed guide to interviewing for the 
job of your dreams.

WE PROMISED UTOPIA
Morales, Adrian, Robert Holman & 
Charles J. Martin
Illus. by John Eric Osborn, Chloe Elimam & 
Jonathan Koelsch
Literati Press Comics and Novels (114 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jan. 1, 2021

In this SF comic, a shrewd visionary 
sets out to remake the world to avoid 
ecological disaster only for her idyllic 
future to collapse into a snowy wasteland.

Celebrity conservationist Isabel Bari has created a revolu-
tionary, carbon-based currency system called the Equivalent 
Carbon Credit, believing its worldwide adoption is the only 
hope to fight climate change. To win hearts and minds, she has 
created a wildly popular reality show and drawn influencers to 
her cause, attempting to turn attention into political capital. 
More than 3,000 years later, the ECC has become the standard; 
ecological disaster has been averted; and a fiery statue of Isa-
bel stands in a city that’s the very picture of botanical futurism. 
Auditor Mangus Skåber is a hard-nosed enforcer of this grand 
utopia’s tenets, assigning public gardening or confiscating 
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nonnative produce from those who would break its laws. Yet his 
constant hunt for corruption has him investigating unspent car-
bon credits with a connection to Isabel. Further into the future, 
a family of four traverses the ruins of the ECC’s society in a New 
Ice Age. But Isabel’s words survive even there, passed between 
well-meaning survivors despite the fact that the paradise she 
created is long frozen over. Holman, Martin, and Morales deftly 
introduce three radically different eras early on, easily building 
intrigue by silently positing what Isabel did so right in Mangus’ 
time and what later went so wrong as to tear it all down. Each 
age is defined by its vivid art. Osborn’s minimalist pencil works 
portray a present day that feels malleable while its red palette 
gives Isabel and her collaborators a chic look. Koelsch’s lush 
cityscapes and modernist character designs, the latter clearly 
influenced by artist Neal Adams, inject the comic’s weakest 
plotline—weighed down by a setting whose inner workings are 
left a bit too obtuse—with some much-needed dynamism. Eli-
mam’s style is distinctive in a way that belies her background in 
children’s books, cleverly depicting the nomadic family’s often 
violent quest for survival in an icy world. Though the series 
opener leaves plenty of unanswered questions, it offers readers 
just as many reasons to return for the sequel.

A timely, engrossing SF tale with an environmental theme 
and striking art.

MAGICAL BEARS IN THE 
CONTEXT OF CONTEMPORARY 
POLITICAL THEORY
Hitherby Dragons Collection
Moran, Jenna Katerin
CreateSpace (164 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  July 14, 2015
978-1-5058-8320-6

An eclectic collection of fables defies 
reason yet commands attention.  

Sewn inside Moran’s patchwork 
quilt of 22 curious literary sketches, poems, and short stories 
are underlying messages about society, the world at large, and 
the complexities of the human condition. The “naturally sticky” 
mammals in the opening narrative are stacked into totems 
to conjure rainstorms or to make “China untether the yuan 
from the dollar.” The son in “The Cut-Off Man’s Father” tries 
to relate to his dad, who is physically plugged into machinery 
that assesses and collects people’s debts. One of the best and 
most promising tales is the multipart, metaphoric fable “Rain-
bow Noir,” which features the magical bears of the book’s title. 
The story is set in an apocalyptic former “Rainbow World” that 
was once “beautiful and bright” but has, since the early 1950s, 
become a dark, grim, noir “Shadow City.” Can a group of activist 
bears named Transgression Bear, Fatalism Bear, Alienation Bear, 
and Femme Fatale Bear (who unlocks men’s innermost desires) 
stop Nihilism Bear from destroying the world? Some tales con-
vey mood and spirit in the economy of a few pages, like the 
slim, sinister story of George, a petulant young boy in “At the 
Cherry Tree,” who makes demands of a backyard tree nymph 

with wooden teeth, and a speculative narrative that surmises 
the possibilities of animals with elemental powers. Hints of 
allegory, symbolism, and philosophy are embedded in several 
tales, some more obvious than others. The initially fanciful 

“Panda Dancing” eventually alludes to larger questions about 
the meaning of life, while the manipulative politician in “The 
Filibuster of the Sailor-Senator” maneuvers legislation around 
the Patriot Act despite the dire warnings of a local demon. As a 
prolific designer and developer of a series of role-playing games 
who has a doctorate in computer science, Moran displays a 
boundless creativity throughout a literary mélange that often 
disregards logic but consistently entertains. If the anthology 
seems mystifying and extraordinarily offbeat, it is, and that’s 
an integral part of its effervescent charm. Readers of quirky, 
bizarre fiction will appreciate the author’s wit, inventiveness, 
and philosophical meanderings encapsulated in this celebration 
of the unexpected.

A phantasmagorical oddity full of wonderfully weird char-
acters and otherworldly creations.

CATBIRD
The Ballad of Barbi Prim
Ostfeld, Barbara J.
Erva Press (358 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  March 27, 2019
978-0-9980326-1-0

In this debut memoir, a woman 
describes her quest to become the first 
female cantor.

Ostfeld was neither conventionally 
beautiful nor traditionally cool. She was 

chunky and big-nosed, and her mother cut her hair and made her 
clothes. Luckily, the author had one place where she felt com-
pletely comfortable: her synagogue, where she sang in the temple 
choir. “When we read together during services, I feel strong and 
important,” narrates 8-year-old Ostfeld. “The cantor gives me solos. 
When I sing, I am not fat or nearsighted. I sing like a long sigh, like 
magic, like the hot glass I saw the man spinning in Colonial Wil-
liamsburg.” Called Barbi Prim by her uncle, the author had dreams 
of being a performer, but when she was cast in plays throughout 
her teenage years, it was always as the housekeeper rather than the 
lead. Her home life became increasingly claustrophobic, especially 
after the family moved from Chicago to Connecticut so her father 
could take a job at Yale. Ostfeld was instrumental in having her 
father—who started popping pills and drinking too much—com-
mitted to a psychiatric ward for his erratic behavior. After she fin-
ished high school, the author enrolled at Hebrew Union College, 
where she hoped to become the first female cantor in the recorded 
history of Judaism. Was such a thing even possible, especially in a 
religion steeped in such ancient traditions? As Ostfeld struggled 
against professional obstacles in her quest to break the glass ceil-
ing—as well as the hurdles within her own family, both the one that 
raised her and the one she built across several marriages and chil-
dren—she was reminded again and again that her place of greatest 
comfort was within the music and the mystery of her faith.
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“Readers of quirky, bizarre fiction will appreciate the author’s 
wit, inventiveness, and philosophical meanderings.”

magical bears in the context of contemporary political theory
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DeChristopher • Elise DeGuiseppi • Ilana Bensussen Epstein • Brooke Faulkner • Eiyana Favers  
 Amy Seto Forrester • Ayn Reyes Frazee • Jenna Friebel • Lakshmi Gandhi • Laurel Gardner • Judith 
Gire • Carol Goldman • Melinda Greenblatt • Ana Grilo • Abigail Hsu • Julie Hubble • Kathleen T. 

Isaacs • Darlene Ivy • Wesley Jacques • Danielle Jones • Betsy Judkins • Deborah Kaplan • Stephanie 
Klose • Lisa Krok • Megan Dowd Lambert • Angela Leeper • Patricia Lothrop • Kyle Lukoff • Kaia 
MacLeod • Joan Malewitz • Thomas Maluck • Michelle H Martin • Gabriela Martins • J. Alejandro 

Mazariegos • Kirby McCurtis • Breanna McDaniel • Jeanne McDermott • Zoe McLaughlin • Kathie 
Meizner • Mary Margaret Mercado • Lisa Moore • Mya Nunnally • Katrina Nye • Sarah Parker-Lee  

Hal Patnott • Deb Paulson • John Edward Peters • Justin Pham • Kristy Raffensberger • Amy B. Reyes  
Nancy Thalia Reynolds • Jasmine Riel • Christopher R. Rogers • Hadeal Salamah • Meredith Schorr  

E.F. Schraeder • Karyn N. Silverman • Allie Stevens • Deborah D. Taylor • Bijal Vachharajani  
 Jenna Varden • Yung Hsin • Angela Wiley • Vanessa Willoughby • Bean Yogi  

INDIE
Alana Abbott • Paul Allen • Kent Armstrong • Darren Carlaw • Charles Cassady • Michael Deagler  
Steve Donoghue • Jacob Edwards • Joshua Farrington • Jackie Friedland • Lynne Heffley • Matthew 

Heller • Justin Hickey • Ivan Kenneally • Collin Marchiando • Brendan McCall • Randall Nichols • Jim 
Piechota • Sarah Rettger • Hal Schrieve • Barry Silverstein • Mo Springer • Amelia Williams 
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The memoir is presented as a series of vignettes, most no 
more than a few paragraphs in length. They will wash over read-
ers, with the author’s awkward moments and epiphanies accu-
mulating like pictures in a photo album: fretting over the lyrics 
of Christmas carols; writing letters to advice columnist Ann 
Landers; discovering a hair growing from her chin at Torah camp. 
Ostfeld writes with vigor and humor, capturing Barbi’s voice at 
various ages and always in the present tense. Here, she discusses 
new motherhood after adopting a baby girl from Colombia: 

“Maternity leave ends, and I am ready. It’s been hard work tak-
ing care of Hana. Hard, repetitious, and exhausting. I’ve read too 
many books about stimulating infants in their early months, so 
Hana’s tiny head is chock-full of songs, rhymes, numbers, verbose 
descriptions of nature.” The book reads more like a novel than a 
memoir, and its shift from early childhood to adulthood is partic-
ularly reminiscent of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (one of the works 
that the bookish young Barbi devours), though Ostfeld continues 
her narrative deep into middle age. While it’s not always dramatic, 
the volume offers readers the novelistic sensation of being deeply 
immersed in another’s consciousness, riding the emotional ups 
and downs and expanding with the passage of years. By the end, 
readers will feel they have lived a whole life.

A finely wrought account about embracing big dreams.

GOT ME A CAT
Pattison, Darcy
Illus. by Kyle McBride
Mims House (46 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 9, 2022
978-1-62944-209-9
978-1-62944-210-5 paper

A boy covets his neighbor’s cat and 
finds both feline and human friendship 
in this illustrated children’s book.

When a friendly cat appears in his yard 
on Halloween, Benjy, a White boy, sees it as a sign that Tricks is 
meant to be his, though his parents have steadfastly refused to get 
any pets. Benjy’s mom insists the social cat can’t be a stray (“She’s 
too well fed. She smells too good”). Indeed, it turns out that the 
feline belongs to Erika, the new neighbor, who has started staying 
with her grandmother during the week while she attends a Deaf 
school in the area. Erika, a Black girl with curly hair, uses a hear-
ing aid, lip-reads, and is learning sign language—and she makes 
the sign for stealing in front of Benjy. This inauspicious intro-
duction becomes a friendship when Mrs. Currie, Erika’s grand-
mother, has to pick Benjy up from school after he helps rescue 
Tricks, whose real name is Fluffy, from the street’s misanthropic 
tomcat. Erika warms to Benjy and teaches him signs. When her 
parents suggest that Fluffy should live with them, rather than 
travel back and forth each weekend with Erika, Benjy proposes 
a win-win solution. Fluffy will live with Erika during the week 
and Benjy on weekends. Erika’s participation in Deaf culture is 
depicted as a source of well-being. She finds friends, a community, 
and a positive environment at her Deaf school. Pattison’s text is 
accessible for newly independent readers, and the simple story 
is undergirded by a satisfying emotional realism. Benjy’s single-
minded pursuit of a pet—and his love of Fluffy—is one-note but 
deeply relatable. Pet lovers will be encouraged by Benjy’s and Eri-
ka’s caring, reasonable families. McBride’s sketches in graphite 
are useful visual cues for coming plot points in this gentle, engag-
ing story. Erika’s signs are illustrated with clear diagrams, and an 
addendum teaches readers a few more.

Neighborly communication and care are at the heart of 
this excellent tale for young readers.

THIS WAR WITHIN MY MIND
Poehler, John
Self (178 pp.)
$22.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
March 27, 2020
979-8-5012-1447-7
978-1-08-785738-1 paper

A blogger and mental health advo-
cate with bipolar disorder shares advice 
in this debut memoir.

In 1999, Poehler was diagnosed 
with a mental illness that affects 5.7 million American adults, 
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according to the National Institute of Mental Health. The 
diagnosis prompted him to create the blog The Bipolar Battle; 
this book, which is based on the blog, will be equally useful for 
those who have bipolar disorder, their family and friends, or 
anyone with an interest in learning more about it. The work 
is both autobiographical and instructive as it traces Poehler’s 
challenging journey and offers insights into his struggles as he 

“experienced the paralyzing depths of depression” and “the psy-
chotic intensity of mania.” The author appropriately cautions 
readers to neither self-diagnose nor self-treat, and he trans-
parently exposes his own treatment regimen to offer a greater 
understanding of how he manages daily life. The author covers 
quite a bit of ground over the course of the book; he intelli-
gently ponders reactions to bipolar disorder diagnoses, clearly 
describes symptoms and manifestations in detail, offers a help-
ful overview of medications and therapies, details events that 
can trigger manic or depressive episodes, and explores how 
bipolar disorder affects one’s relationships with spouses, chil-
dren, extended family members, and friends. Overall, the book 
is an effectively comprehensive collection of frequently asked 
questions, as curated by an experienced guide. Poehler’s candid, 
no-nonsense prose not only portrays the difficulties of living 
with bipolar disorder, but also shows his inner strength and 
resolve. For instance, Poehler wisely suggests creating both a 

“treatment plan” (“your daily plan of attack to manage your bipo-
lar disorder”) and a “crisis plan,” which details specific actions 
to take and people to contact during a manic or depressive epi-
sode. Poehler believes in being proactive and views himself as a 
warrior: “Warriors do not let the world dictate their lives. They 
make things happen.” This book’s short, readable chapters 
contain sensible advice for other fighters who navigate similar 
battles every day.

A valuable and insightful discussion of a common illness.

NATURE, CULTURE & 
THE SACRED
A Woman Listens 
for Leadership
Simons, Nina
Green Fire Press (352 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  June 20, 2022
978-1-73475-717-0

An exploration of leadership focused 
on women’s roles.

In this revised edition of her latest 
book, originally published in 2019, Simons mines a career spent 
celebrating environmental and social changemakers to iden-
tify important attributes of successful leaders and to encour-
age women to develop their own leadership potential. The 
book comprises three sections—personal development based 
on the author’s experiences with learning and growth; unique 
attributes of female leaders, with several individuals explored 
in detail; and recommendations for creating a more equitable 
world, shaped by Simons’ understanding of intersectionality. 
The author blends a number of writing styles, using plain prose 

with occasional forays into poetry (“If we don’t feel what hurts, 
surrender to its demands, / speak the wound, / how can we really 
begin to heal?”). She also includes interview transcripts, some 
featuring Simons as the subject; in others, she serves as the 
interviewer, gleaning insights from noted figures, like author 
Terry Tempest Williams. The book encourages readers to view 
leadership through the lens of narrative, turning actions into 
a story and developing storytelling skills in order to commu-
nicate the aims of an organization or a movement. Through-
out the book, there is a focus on the particular challenges and 
opportunities that face leaders of color. Each chapter concludes 
with a series of prompts designed to guide readers’ engagement 
with the concepts (“List any connotations, positive or negative, 
that leadership holds for you”).

Simons is clearly a thoughtful writer committed to develop-
ing her own leadership skills and those of other women, and the 
work she has put into structuring her lessons is evident. The 
guide covers both abstract and specific lessons that have shaped 
Simons’ understanding of leadership and equity; for example, 
leaders are advised to require substantial minority represen-
tation among both participants and facilitators of leadership 
workshops. Some sections, like Simons’ description of spend-
ing hours meditating in the dark, may leave skeptics with an 
eyebrow raised, but while there is a spiritual dimension to the 
book’s definition of leadership, the overall approach deals with 
tangible practices and results. Readers will find practical advice 
for being self-aware, making principled decisions, and building 
coalitions, with specific stories of women’s activism illustrating 
general concepts. For instance, Simons explains how she has 
learned to notice her physical reactions to emotionally uncom-
fortable situations, then draws on that discomfort to actively 
address and resolve a problematic situation. The work is slightly 
repetitive; quotations and historical trivia are cited multiple 
times, making the text feel a bit disjointed, although the prob-
lem is minor. Simons’ exploration of intersectionality and equity 
issues is heartfelt, and her earnestness is affecting. Readers 
who are well versed in the leadership genre will find this book 
distinctive for its continual emphasis on community and ways 
of understanding, while those less familiar with the topic may 
find it a unique, holistic introduction. This is an exploration of 
leadership aimed at those in nonhierarchical organizations and 
those with social justice–driven missions, and it offers a valu-
able perspective from well outside the corporate world.

A smart, informed guide to developing inclusive leader-
ship skills.
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“Simons’ exploration of intersectionality and equity issues 
is heartfelt, and her earnestness is affecting.”

nature,  culture & the sacred
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BLAMEFOREST
Stocks, Jason
Mindstir Media (122 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Nov. 11, 2021
978-1-73684-102-0

Debut author Stocks’ poems address 
issues of poverty, masculinity, identity, 
and more.

In the poem “Fair Play,” the Arkansas-
born, Mississippi-raised author describes 
boxing with a reverence that’s reminis-

cent of Ernest Hemingway’s attitude toward Spanish bullfighting, 
making the violent sport seem almost ennobling: “It’s exciting to 
see men fall in the ring, after giving their all, instead of on battle-
fields, or murdered in the streets without a choice.” Indeed, the 
collection is replete with images referencing violence and desper-
ation: “We kill each other over parking spaces / Shoot-up schools, 
malls, churches / ’cause our little feelings get hurt,” the speaker 
of “The Emerald City” says in despair, knowing that “Fury runs 
deep for no real reason” in him and many of his peers. Each poem 
is written with an almost brutal honesty and directness, explor-
ing such topics as yearning to be a professional football player, 
being a victim of a stabbing, and coming to terms with an impov-
erished upbringing in ways that don’t feel confined to the South; 
when a speaker affirms in “Conjecture” that “Boys grow up to be 
bastards. Ruthless amnesiacs, / more snaggletoothed and snarl-
ing / than any starving beast (indoctrinated into the system),” he 
could be talking about people anywhere in America. Stocks’ writ-
ing has a powerful immediacy, and his poems are packed with 
both profanity and pop-culture references, as when a speaker 
notes his aspiration to “feel like Elvis Presley, Marilyn Manson 
& Judas Priest during their peak touring years.” Occasionally, the 
language can feel problematic—especially speakers’ occasional 
use of the N-word. Its apparent aim is to capture the complex 

rhythms of how his characters talk, think, and feel and to chal-
lenge the reader to sort it all out themselves.

Provocative, explicit poetry written with muscular swagger.

AMERICA’S LOVELESS AGE
Trumpism, Fempower, the 
End of Patriarchy Patriarchy 
(Why Singleton Is the 
New Normal)
Terry, Noel
BookBaby (266 pp.) 
$13.79 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  July 2, 2022
978-1-66784-123-6

In this nonfiction book, a journalist 
investigates romantic strains in the Don-

ald Trump era.
According to a 2018 statement posted on the popular dat-

ing site eHarmony, “Politics are on the minds of daters more 
than ever.” Indeed, to many adults looking for romance, writes 
Terry in this intriguing study of contemporary American life, 

“more than in any other political era, a vote for Trump told 
more about the person than their dating app profile would dare 
admit.” With an academic background in sociology, the author 
builds on his 2013 book, Marriage War, about America’s declin-
ing marriage rates, and offers readers an in-depth glimpse into 
the nation’s “Loveless Age,” when “singleton” has become a 
defining trait among late millennials and Generation Zers. In 
addition to dissecting the politically fraught terrain of dating in 
a time when Trumpian views continue to reverberate even after 
his presidency, the book analyzes myriad factors that compli-
cate intimacy in the 21st century, from the “pornification of cul-
ture” to Covid-19 restrictions and social distancing. The volume 
is divided into three parts, with the first section showing how 
political divisions have taken a central role in stifling romance, 
from ending marriages to causing users to swipe left on Tinder 
based on a person’s politics. Part 2 delves into competing ideas 
among women, exploring those who adhere to “traditional 
femininity’s” goal of “marrying-up to a ‘good catch’ ” versus 
individuals who emphasize “boosting women’s opportunities in 
the modern workworld.” The book’s final section looks at the 
role of economic change when traditionally male jobs (such as 
trades or factory work) are in decline and women are emerging 
as the family breadwinners in a postindustrial economy. A com-
mon link across all sections is how Trump tapped into latent 
misogyny and patriarchal resentment against feminism to build 
his base as well as how nearly half of America’s White women 

“would choose to vote for an odious poster-boy of the patriarchy.” 
Though at times repetitive, the volume is written in an engaging 
style that blends an accessible narrative with solid, interdisci-
plinary research.

A thoughtful examination of a topic that affects the lives of 
millions of “loveless” Americans.
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DEADMAN AND OTHER TALES 
OF THE IRREAL
Tierney, Daniel
AuthorHouse (62 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Sept. 23, 2018
978-1-5462-6098-1

Characters find themselves in surreal, 
often unsettling circumstances in this 
debut collection of seven tales.

All the stories in this compact col-
lection traffic in the surreal and end in 

ambiguous ways. Anderson seems like an ordinary white-collar 
worker in the title story. Except he earns money as a hit man, 
and his latest kill goes off without a hitch. But an uneasy bus 
ride doesn’t quite prepare him for what’s waiting at home. “My 
Nightmare Nurse” compiles NYU professor Antonio Ken-
nedy’s notes and digital diary excerpts. He describes childhood 
nightmares and panic attacks that are suddenly resurfacing. But 
his perspective doesn’t clarify whether he’s seeing visions of a 
headless demon nurse or an unearthly entity is truly physically 
tormenting him. Readers will speed through these brief tales; a 
couple might have been even more unnerving if they were longer. 
In the case of “An Imperial Decree,” electronics store employee 
Sharla gets a cryptic email asking for a yes or no response. The 
story hints at ominous consequences, but the ending is too vague 
to leave much impact. Throughout, Tierney’s concise, animated 
prose adds scene-setting details: “from hip-hop kids of all races 
with hoodies, tats and earrings to dark-suited executive types, to 
chubby balding geeks with their Spock tee shirts and scuffed up 
Vans, all staring up at screens of all sizes.” Most characters are 
everyday people caught up in inexplicable predicaments. That’s 
certainly true for 37-year-old sports blogger Jesse, who appears 
in the collection’s longest (but still very short) story, “Shadow 
Play.” It seems only natural that he talks with his shadow since it 
has developed a consciousness and a solid form and, like each of 
these stories, becomes increasingly unpredictable.

Diverting, grim, and outright bizarre.

SMALL THINGS LIL 
PETER MAKE A 
BIG DIFFERENCE 
Valdez, Peter & Tasche Laine
Illus. by Mei Mei Leonard
Skye Blue Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
June 6, 2022
978-1-955674-28-7
978-1-955674-29-4 paper

A young boy learns that taking care of pets is difficult but 
worthwhile in the fifth installment in Valdez and Laine’s picture-
book series.

When Lil Peter’s friend Christine explains what it means 
to foster a pet, he immediately wants to bring home a rescue 
animal. His parents allow him to volunteer at the rescue center 

where Christine’s mother works. Lil Peter’s very sure of him-
self—“This is going to be fun and easy!” he believes—but when 
the work starts to get challenging, he wonders if he’s making a 
difference. However, he knows the animals are depending on 
the shelter, so he puts in extra work, doing small but important 
tasks, including cleaning floors and litter boxes, and showing his 
parents he’s ready for the responsibility of pet ownership. Val-
dez and Laine clearly capture Lil Peter’s enthusiasm and deter-
mination while painting an accurate portrait of pet care, never 
glossing over the dirtier parts of the job. The approachable text 
features a few challenging vocabulary words (such as responsibil-
ity) but offers context to assist readers. Leonard’s cartoonlike 
illustrations have depth and texture and effectively capture Lil 
Peter’s struggles and successes. Lil Peter, Christine, and their 
family members have brown skin tones; their friend Timmy is 
portrayed as White.

A well-told story about the importance of small tasks that 
will appeal to kids hoping to adopt a pet.

BRANDING DEMOCRATS
A Top-to-Bottom Reimagining 
of Campaign Strategies
Weber, Ken & Daryl Weber
RealClear Publishing (200 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Sept. 13, 2022
978-1-63755-471-5

In this political book, two profes-
sional marketers provide a rebranding 
strategy for Democrats.

As authors who believe that “Ameri-
ca’s future depends on Democrats doing better in elections,” the 
Webers lament in this book that the party is simply “terrible at 
branding.” This failure to “exploit the tenets of long-term brand-
ing and smart marketing,” they argue, has opened the door to 
potential victories by the “radical Right” in close elections 
despite Democrats’ clear demographic advantages. Fearing that 

“Republicans are moving quickly to restrict voting rights,” the 
authors urgently appeal for a revitalization of the party. Tired 
of “yelling at the television screen…when Democrats do dumb 
things,” this father-son duo of marketing experts wrote this 
work to offer Democratic politicians, campaign staffs, and vol-
unteer activists a rebranding and marketing strategy based on a 
lifetime of personal experience. In the volume, Ken, the founder 
and president of a successful New York investment firm, and 
his son, Daryl, the former global director of creative strategy at 
the Coca-Cola Company, present a practical guide for a “major 
reset” of the Democratic Party’s marketing tactics. Central to 
their vision is combating Republican talking points of Demo-
crats as “Coastal elites” by relentlessly emphasizing that the 
party “fights for the people.” Accompanying their rebranding 
plan are also business-tested strategies on how to protect, rein-
force, and saturate the political marketplace with that brand. 
As the authors of previous business and marketing books, the 
Webers are skilled writers who effectively distill their acumen 
into an accessible account of under 200 pages that is designed 
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“Valdez and Laine clearly capture Lil Peter’s enthusiasm and 
determination while painting an accurate portrait of pet care.”

small things lil peter make a big difference
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for readers (including politicians) from outside the financial 
world. With a firm grasp of both 21st-century politics and mar-
keting strategies based on consumer data, psychological studies, 
and even neuroscience, the authors make a convincing case for 
their rebranding overhaul. Still, some on the left, already leery 
of the rise of neoliberalism and Democratic ties to corporations, 
may question the wisdom of prioritizing marketing strategies 
over rethinking the party’s centrist policies.

A convincing, practical case for immediately rebranding 
the Democratic Party.

NO MORE BAD DAYS 
Whitaker, Lindsey
Self (270 pp.) 
$21.97  |  $13.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
March 14, 2022
979-8-4322-3243-4
979-8-4321-6788-0 paper

In this mystery, an investigation into 
a woman’s murder and dismemberment 
forces police detectives to delve into the 
worst of humanity.

For Det. Kimberly Hall, a murder investigation is nothing 
new. She knows how to deal with her boss, Capt. Mitchel, and 
the frustrating reporter Jessica Stevens. Hall recognizes she 
has a team of experts to help her find the killer. But the same 
experience and knowledge aren’t shared by her rookie partner, 
Det. Alex Diaz, and one of his decisions may cost the victim, 
Laura Gibbons, the justice she deserves. For Laura, life had 
never been easy—and now it is over. The abuse she faced as a 
child from her violent father and her neglectful mother had left 
her afraid to trust anyone to truly love her. The suspects in her 
murder include her ex-boyfriend Nathan Watters; her current 
boyfriend, Jordan Walsh; and the best friend she was in love 
with, Brady Callister. Something happened between Brady and 
Laura that left them not speaking for months. Her mother says 
Laura had a bad breakup with Nathan. And it turns out that 
Jordan has a criminal history. Medical Examiner Ramya Singh 
concludes that Laura died on Friday night—right after she had 
dinner with Brady. But Brady saw her alive when he left his girl-
friend, Andrea, and detectives discovered a necklace on Laura’s 
body that was given to her by Nathan (“It has an inscription on 
the back: ‘No more bad days’ ”). More concerning is the enigmatic 
older man Laura texted a friend about: Ryan Leary. Whitaker’s 
characters are well developed, with their moral complexity 
highlighting the mystery and creating a compelling story. Diaz’s 
eagerness and Hall’s experience and by-the-book attitude meld 
well. The fast-paced plot with unexpected turns is effectively 
supported by the captivating characters driving it. The real-
ism of the players, especially Hall and Diaz, and the challenges 
they face add believable stakes to the mystery. Even characters 
like Jessica, whose actions are unsympathetic but understand-
able, remain intriguing and bolster the intricate narrative. The 
author has crafted a masterful mystery.

An unpredictable and gripping thriller with a strong cast.
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I N D I E

Books of the Month
48 STATES
Evette Davis
An adept and chilling 
cautionary tale—the 
narrative equivalent 
of brass knuckles to 
the skull.

THE 
TRANSPARENT 
SALES LEADER
Todd Caponi
An outstanding sales 
leadership manual 
that counters con-
ventional wisdom.

EMAIL 
MARKETING THAT 
DOESN’T SUCK
Bobby Klinck
A book of lively and 
relatable marketing 
advice.

THE EVERYBODY 
CLUB
Nancy Loewen & 
Linda Hayen  
Illus. by Yana Zybina
A well-illustrated 
work with a wonder-
ful moral about 
finding joy in accept-
ing others.

ARRIBADA
Estela González
A suspenseful but 
tender tale that exem-
plifies the power of 
intersectionality.

SHADOWDAYS
Polly Schattel 
An exhilarating, sor-
rowful, and terrifying 
descent into retri-
bution and possible 
madness.
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Se e n  &  He a r d
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB
FANTASY AUTHOR JOSEPH DELANEY DIES AT 77

Joseph Delaney, the British fantasy author known for The Last Apprentice 
series of young adult fantasy novels, has died at 77, the BBC reports.

Delaney worked as a teacher before publishing his first fiction under 
the pen name J.K. Haderack. In 2004, he published the novel The Spook’s 
Apprentice in the U.K.; the following year, it was released in the U.S. as The 
Last Apprentice: Revenge of the Witch. 

A dozen more books in the series would follow, including Curse of the 
Bane, Night of the Soul Stealer, and Grimalkin the Witch Assassin. Revenge 
of the Witch was adapted into a 2014 film, Seventh Son, by director Sergei 
Bodrov; its cast included Kit Harrington, Jeff Bridges, and Julianne Moore.

Delaney was the author of two other series of novels, Arena 13 and 
Aberrations. 

His readers and admirers paid tribute to him on social media. On Twitter, author William Hussey wrote, “I’ve just learned 
that the wonderful Joseph Delaney of SPOOK’S APPRENTICE fame has passed away. One of the kindest, gentlest souls, and a 
simply phenomenal writer. He was so kind to me when I started out as a children’s author all those years ago. Sleep well, dear 
Joe xx.”

Author and illustrator Thomas Taylor tweeted, “I’m shocked to hear of the death of Joseph Delaney. His brilliant ’Spook’ 
books were a huge inspiration to me. RIP.”

WIL HAYGOOD TO RECEIVE HOLBROOKE ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

Journalist and author Wil Haygood has been named the winner of this year’s 
Ambassador Richard C. Holbrooke Distinguished Achievement Award, the 
Dayton Daily News reports.

The annual award is presented by the Dayton Literary Peace Prize Foun-
dation and recognizes lifetime achievement in promoting peace through the 
written word.

Haygood is best known as the author of The Butler: A Witness to History, 
a 2013 book about Eugene Allen, a longtime White House waiter and maître 
d’hôtel. The book was based on Haygood’s Washington Post article “A Butler 
Well Served by This Election”; that article was adapted into a film, also called 
The Butler, by director Lee Daniels in 2013.

Haygood’s other books include In Black and White, Sweet Thunder, Tigerland, and, most recently, Colorization, a history of 
Black films in the United States.

“For three decades, Haygood has captured the sweep of American culture, focusing on the rarely or never-told stories of the 
Black experience with the analysis that this nation so desperately needs,” said Sharon Rab, chair of the Dayton Literary Peace 
Prize Foundation. “We are thrilled to honor one of Ohio’s greatest authors with the international recognition that his body of work 
deserves.”

The Holbrooke Award is named for the U.S. assistant secretary of state who was instrumental in brokering the Dayton Agree-
ment in 1995, which led to the recognition of Bosnia and Herzegovina and ended the yearslong war that plagued that part of the 
former Yugoslavia.

Haygood will receive the award at a ceremony in Dayton on Nov. 13.

Michael Schaub, a journalist and regular contributor to NPR, lives near Austin, Texas.
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Jean Hanff Korelitz has a wonderfully sneaky way of unfolding plot, as many learned from her 2021 bestseller, The Plot. In her 
newest, The Latecomer (Macmillan Audio, 16 hours and 19 minutes), which our reviewer called a “satisfyingly twisty” story of triplets 
who hate each other from birth and the unhappy parents who brought them into this vale of tears, that sneakiness has an added 

element, which is: Who the heck is telling this story? They sure do seem to know everybody’s secrets 
and woes. Yet as Julia Whelan’s chatty, personable reading underlines, this narrator is a character in 
his or her own right. 

The dramedy begins with tragedy: While on a double date as an undergrad at Cornell, Salo 
Oppenheimer flips his Jeep, killing his fiance, his best friend, and any prospects for future content-
ment. He marries a woman he meets at the funeral; their extended, etiolating attempts to produce 
offspring are finally rewarded with some of the most miserable siblings who ever lived. As unhappy 
families go, these uppercrust Oppenheimers are definitely in the top 1%. But believe it or not, Kore-
litz—through the machinations of her mystery narrator—has a plan to lift them out of their misery. 

A first-person narrator with a concealed identity is also featured in Carter Bays’ The Mutual Friend (Penguin Audio, 15 hours and 56 
minutes), the author’s fiction debut after co-creating the TV show How I Met Your Mother. George Newbern’s reading of the story—
his delivery recalls the arch, plummy tones of a 1960s game show host—is even more perfect when you 
finally find out whose voice it is in the audiobook’s final minutes.

The “mutual friend” of the novel’s title is the smartphone, which plays a key role in almost every 
scene in a way so true to life it hurts. Among the many characters connected by this little friend are 
Alice, a 28-year-old nanny who has been trying to get it together to take the MCAT and apply to 
med school ever since announcing it on Facebook two years ago; her crazy new roommate, Roxy, a 
social media maniac and sexy troublemaker who works in the New York City mayor’s office; Alice’s 
brother, Bill, a tech zillionaire, and his wife, Pitterpat. As funny as The Mutual Friend is, it is also, as 
our reviewer wrote, full of wisdom and compassion, “original, intelligent” and “beautifully written.”

If I Survive You, the debut of rising star Jonathan Escoffery (Macmillan Audio, 8 hours and 45 minutes), is read by Torian Brack-
ett, whose voice is the ideal instrument for this dazzling collection of linked stories, moving fluidly in and out of Jamaican patois, 

using first-, second-, and third-person narration to show different angles on brothers Delano and 
Trelawny, their cousin Cukie, their families, their schoolmates, their employers, and their girlfriends. 
These Miami-born sons of Jamaican immigrants come of age in a world striated by racism, sucked 
dry by capitalism, and flattened by Hurricane Andrew yet lit up by “humor, savvy and a rich sense of 
place,” according to our review.

The first story, “In Flux” establishes the unending ironies of identity politics as the main topic of 
Trelawny’s primary, secondary, college and post-institutional education. What is he? people demand to 
know. The answer changes depending on whether he’s in Miami, where no matter what he says they 
are sure he’s Dominican; in the Midwest, where he is “simply, unquestionably Black”; or in Jamaica, 

where despite the assertion that “there’s no racism here,” the police “only shoot you if you’re black-Black.” By the last story, all his 
education, family dysfunction, trauma, and a long string of (extremely odd) odd jobs culminate with a short stay in the city jail—
and a vision of the way forward for his family.

Marion Winik is the host of the NPR podcast The Weekly Reader.
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